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ABSTRACT
Negotiating Housing Precarity:
Displacement and Homing
of Migrant-tenants under
Urban Redevelopment in Hong Kong
by
WU Ka Wai
Master of Philosophy

Urban displacement, one of the key issues of socio-spatial injustices, is often
portrayed as a process of class restructuring and eliminating sense of place.
Problematising the conventional understanding of local space as a static entity, this
research foregrounds the experience of displacement of migrant-tenants living in the
area of To Kwa Wan, a district in Hong Kong which still serves as the lowest rental
market in the city as it is gradually subsumed into intensified private and
government-initiated urban redevelopment in the last decade.
Drawing on the literature on displacement, mobility studies and critical home
studies, this research explores how the tenants experience and negotiate housing
uncertainty and unpredictability produced by rapid urban redevelopment, neoliberal
housing policies and variegated citizenship regime through looking at their housing
trajectories and home(un)making practices.
This research suggests that “eviction” is not an accurate term for accounting for the
fact that they are often ready to go in way or another. Their “readiness” has
something to do with their precarious conditions and their longing for upward
mobility in Hong Kong’s housing ladder. The research brings to fore an alternative
understanding of home in urban displacement and to shed a new light on urban
redevelopment in Hong Kong.
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Introduction: The global proliferation of evictions

In 2011, the United Nations proclaimed that forced eviction had become a global
phenomenon and even a ‘crisis’’. (Farha, 2011) A report on the same year estimates
that during the first decade of the 21st century, more than 15 million people have been
forcefully evicted. Examples of eviction can be found across different areas, in both
the Global North and South, rural and urban, where people were being removed from
their homes, often violently, for development projects, extraction for natural resources
and higher economic profitability.

This enormous and unprecedented scale of global dispossession and displacement of
people, as Sassen(2014) asserts, represents a triumph of the ‘logic of expulsion’, which
is ‘a way of capturing the pathologies of contemporary global capitalism.’ (Sassen,
2014) She argues that more powerful and systematic ‘predatory formations’ were built
into nation-states and institutions by a series of neo-liberal projects since the 1980s,
which produced detrimental socio-economic outcome, exclusion and control over
marginalised groups in societies. (Sassen, 2014) One such project is located within
the housing sectors in many cities. Although housing crisis is far from unprecedented
in many cities that are now facing it today, the financial crisis of 2008 and its
aftermaths brought forth the intensification of housing inequality around the world,
especially in the Global North. (Brickell et al., 2017) (Desmond, 2016) (Madden &
Marcuse, 2016) This wave of evictions come with different forms: large-scale
foreclosure for households which were unable to repay their debt, the gentrification of
lower-class neighbourhoods, the privatisation of social housing, a reminiscence of
1

social security provided by welfare states in developed cities and more urban
redevelopment projects. The rapid financialisation of housing before and after the
crisis has since led to the emergence of new forms and modalities of social inequality,
housing insecurity and violent displacement which formed a picture of spatial injustice
we are facing in the cities today. (Aalbers, 2016)

In the post-crisis context, there is a resurgence of academic interest towards the new
waves of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003). Scholars have since
identified different practices of eviction that resulted in displacements of certain
groups of city dwellers. Some studies point to the intensification of forced eviction and
its relations to existing social issues such as urban poverty (Brickell et al.,
2017)(Desmond, 2016) (Purser, 2016). Some studies focus on the (re)structuring of
legal infrastructure, enforcement and governmental policies that facilitate evictions
(Purser, 2016) (Vasudevan 2013); some have taken on an ethnographic approach
toward the happening of eviction on the ground and the various actors including
evictees, eviction teams and legal bailiff, in the process to illustrate how acute and
normalised eviction and displacement have become. (Desmond, 2016) These
researches provide valuable insights and vivid accounts to the new economic, political
and legal mechanisms that utilise eviction and forceful displacement of people in the
social and spatial fabrics of cities. These are testimonies which demonstrate how
‘predatory formations’ (Sassen, 2014) which premise upon the expulsion of certain
populations in societies are now taking place as the new normal in many cities around
the world today and what are the implications of evictions/ displacement to those who
occupy these spaces.
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An urban frontier scenario

Perhaps, when looking at evictions in the cities, one may ask the following questions:
Who are being displaced, removed, evicted and cleared in the cities? How are these
people being displaced? Where are these people being displaced from? And what are
the social, political, cultural or economic processes that drive these displacements?

At first glance, Hong Kong offers an important if not an iconic case to understand the
constant tension between commodification of land, profit-driven housing policies and
the everyday life of the lower-class city dwellers.

As a global financial hub and one

of the ‘freest’ economies in the world (Chau & Chan, 2020), it tops the list of the least
affordable city to live in the world for nine years consecutively. (Kwan, 2020) It is fair
to say that many across the political spectrum agree that there is a building up of a
housing crisis in Hong Kong since 2012, characterised by the increasing housing
unaffordability due to staggering property prices, skyrocketing rent and the ever
cramming living space of lower-class population in the city. This crisis had been
pointedly captured by Benny Lam, a local based photographer 1 , whose projects
epitomise the typical image of the city build upon a ‘scarcity of space’. This city is
also no stranger to various developmental projects, from real estate, urban renewal
program, infrastructure development and new town planning. These projects have
collectively transformed the urban and rural landscape of Hong Kong and along the
way displacing many of the lower-class residents. Ironically, these projects are often
depicted as solutions to the housing crisis as a new supply of housing would be made

1His

work is available on this website:

https://soco.org.hk/product/trapped/
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available and a necessary step towards the construction of a modern and global city.
My interest in the issue of urban redevelopment and the displacement of people stems
from my experience in the urban movement since 2011. As a young student activist, I
joined a group of activists who were radicalised in the wave of urban activism since
the early 2000s and began organising residents in a community that was designated as
redevelopment zone in old urban districts such as Sham Shui Po and To Kwa Wan.
For the last seven years, we have been deeply involved in these districts, which are
hotbeds for urban redevelopment and still host the cheapest private rental housing
market in Hong Kong. We held regular community meetings with residents soon-tobe displaced by different redevelopment projects, providing information concerning
the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) ’s compensation and relocation policies,
occasionally offering legal support for residents, mainly tenants, who were evicted by
the landlords and later by the URA. We organised direct collective actions together,
from protesting outside of the URA headquarter to sit-in in the house of the evictee
before bailiff arrived. We saw our actions as a continuation of the community-based
anti-eviction movement, which has gained momentum since the Lee Tung Street
movement. This movement objected full-scale destruction and gentrification of a
historical neighbourhood in Wan Chai in the 2000s which marked the beginning of a
new wave of urban struggles against the developmentalist regime in the post-handover
era’s Hong Kong.

2

2

The struggles over preserving Star ferry Pier and Queen’s Pier, two historical public space located at
the centre of Hong Kong Island, in 2006 and 2007 and the Lee Tung Street are often seen as a new
wave of urban movement in Hong Kong. For examples, Chen and Szeto (2015) describe them as the
new conservation movement (NCM).
These movements signify a growing discontent among the public towards the status quo of urban
redevelopment. They raised new demands towards the public accountability, public participation of
urban development and historical preservation, challenging the government’s authority over their
control on public space. (Ku, 2012)(Chen & Szeto, 2015)

4

More than a decade after Lee Tung Street movement, we arrive at a stage where
redevelopment has not stopped, but the ground on which it operates had altered. This
ground is marked by increasing housing precarity, high rent and deterioration of
housing environment for lower-class tenants. In many of these ‘Tong Lau’ buildings,
subdivided housing is prevalent, especially during the last decade because of a
shortage of private rental housing and reduced supply of public housing. Decreasing
housing affordability has driven up the need for more of such kind of housing. It might
remind some people of a familiar picture of tenants living in cage houses, a horrific
historical symbol of housing inequality embedded in housing density in Hong Kong.
The boom in private rental profit and skyrocketing property price since 2012 in a
highly financialised housing market have further exacerbated the situation by
encouraging more landlords to convert their properties into even smaller spaces for
profit maximisation. These tiny rooms are undesirable and are usually under poor
maintenance. Despite their lamentable living conditions, many of the tenants are still
living in such kind of places as they wait for public housing, a subsidised governmentown rental housing in Hong Kong which offers below-market-rate rental and
conditional tenancy security. The residents’ expectation towards moving influence
how they perceive redevelopment sometimes does not coincide with how we imagine
and portray in the narratives of urban displacement -- poor residents being kicked out
of their homes. The stories that I listened to in these communities were not a simple,
straightforward one about the loss of home and community by eviction; instead, their
attitudes towards their place in the neighbourhood and urban redevelopment were
sometimes mixed and ambivalent.

5

I recall an occasion at the beginning of a redevelopment project in To Kwa Wan. In a
public space just outside of the redeveloping site, with an improvised blackboard and
a few chairs borrowed from a nearby friendly social movement group, I joined a group
of activists who had organised a community meeting to explain the complex policies
of URA’s compensation schemes and relocation arrangement to the tenants. Most
tenants were eagerly asking questions, and most of their questions were about their
qualifications for relocation under the URA’s policies. Their eagerness partly stemmed
from the concern for their prospect in the wake of the redevelopment as many of them
have never been through the process and had only a vague idea for urban
redevelopment. All of them instinctively sensed that moving to public housing, if
possible, is a significant improvement of their living condition. Some tenants told us
stories about how their friends and families congratulated them on being included in a
redevelopment project because it implied a step ahead on the path of moving into
public housing, i.e., escaping from the lucrative housing market and being ‘properly’
housed.

Tenants recurringly asked about the time of moving out of their rented places, for
example, ‘Do URA have a timetable for the relocation?’, ‘When do I have to leave my
current home?’. The reasons for such concern vary. Some wanted to have a more
precise timeframe to rearrange job and school for children. For some, the longer they
stayed in the area, the longer they would suffer. These tenants lamented the living
conditions of their subdivided flats as many landlords refused to maintain the condition
of the house. Many worried about the prolonged process of redevelopment in which
they would have to pay higher rents, endure rent raise, and face harassment and
eviction by landlords.
6

Another set of questions the activists usually receive were about the URA’s relocation
policies. The URA categorises the tenants into different groups according to several
criteria, including income level, the status of tenure, the structural legality of the
inhabited unit, and the tenants’ citizenship, with different entitlements in the
compensations and relocation schemes. ‘Am I qualified for public housing?’ ‘Do you
know whether my family will be able to relocate if some members of the family are
not permeant residents?’ Activists were bombarded with numerous questions of such
kind, showing how much the tenants longed for moving to public housing. However,
it is difficult to tell which families are qualified because the policy changes as often
and much as the qualification conditions of the affected families. Most importantly,
URA officers holds discretionary power in the screening process. This suggests that
these policies which usually perceived as rigid and determining often produce
precarious situations.

An atmosphere of uncertainty lingered in the meeting and during the period they are
waiting to move out or be removed. Some tenants reassured themselves that they might
be qualified for relocation. Others, especially those who found themselves disqualified
under existing relocation scheme, felt that their hope for a stable home was hanging in
the balance and could not plan their lives under these circumstances. Many of these
concerned tenants are lower-class newcomers to Hong Kong. They are coming from
different social, ethnic background and citizenship status, ranging from new
immigrants from mainland China, South Asian migrants, and asylum seekers from
various countries. These tenants, at least in their initial response to redevelopment,
have not shown a strong attachment to their original communities, nor did they have
the determination to stay put, nor did they show a nominal sense of fear and loss for
7

being uprooted from their neighbourhoods.

Locating urban displacement in Hong Kong

Outwardly, the tenants whom I described in this short story are constantly on the move
in both physical and cultural sense. It would be easy to associate their high mobility to
the absence of rootedness, place attachment and sense of identity to their
neighbourhood and hence assumed that removing them from their home would not be
considered as displacement. It would be easy to misread their non-resisting attitude
towards movement as an affirmative attitude towards urban redevelopment. Arguably,
this scenario illustrates the complexity of urban displacement in Hong Kong: it is not
only about whether people move or not but how people give meaning to and experience
moving/being moved in the cities.

Locating urban displacement involves capturing the movement of lower-class
residents in cities and analyse the mechanism, more often the political-economic
structures, that drive these movements. This makes ‘displacement’ an essential
theoretical concept for understanding socio-spatial injustice of the capitalist
production/destruction of space within urban studies and gentrification studies. (Slater,
2006)(Davidson, 2009) Urban displacement is often connected to class restructuring
in the city by uneven development(Smith, 1982), changing cultural landscape through
attempted gentrifications of urban spaces (Zukin, 1998) and government-led
redevelopment project. (Lees, 2019)

8

The scenario mentioned above poses serious questions for us to understand
displacement in the context of Hong Kong. How do urban displacement matter to those
who are sitting at the frontiers of urban transformation? How do people be ‘displaced’
if some of them are ‘willing’ to move? What is the relationship between mobility,
place-attachment or sense of belonging to the community and their dwellings that form
the context of urban redevelopment? These are pressing concerns which illustrate that
a nuanced account for residential movement and displacement is required.

First of all, it demands a search for temporality and geography of displacement that
builds into the everyday life of lower-class residents. The prolonged absence of legal
protection for tenants in Hong Kong means that a conventional approach towards
eviction which centre on the legal process and statistic of neighbourhood residential
change would underestimate the scale and magnitude of ‘displacement’. In most cases,
tenants are deterred from seeking legal means to mediate their confrontation with the
landlords, as those means were mostly seen as fatigue and futile, a direct result of a
tenancy law that claimed to be ‘market-oriented’ but only gives landlords more power
to dictate the negotiation with tenants. This unbalanced relationships under the current
legal structure, which arguably place property right as the centre of concern, is
reflected in the low number of legal cases where landlord seek direct court intervention
to reprocess their properties. Secondly, violent eviction conducted by public
institutions only occurred sporadically in the last ten years of urban redevelopment,

9

compared to the number of development projects initiated. 3

Here, I mean eviction

operation that requires the huge mobilisation of resources including eviction squad,
police force, legal representative to forcefully remove residents who refuse to leave.
We only witnessed a handful of examples that URA need to conduct large scale
eviction at the end of the redevelopment process. Most of the resident would leave or
not determine enough to stay to see the end of the process.

Capturing the subjective experience of displacement/residential movement, therefore,
become an important task to comprehend the new form of urban displacement
(Davidson, 2009). To do this, we need to contextualise the mobility and vulnerability
of the tenants, especially of the migrant populations, whose housing trajectories
encompass a continuous process of imagining, losing, longing, and making home
across different time and space under the condition of increasing housing precarity and
rapid urban redevelopment. In this dynamic urban frontier where the rebuilding of the
old neighbourhood is prevalent, a subterranean terrain in which the nature of the
violence of displacement persists in the shadow.

This research situates its analysis against a backdrop of post-colonial urbanity, stateled gentrification and the vehement debate over the nature of urban displacement in

3

However, it is not to say that violent eviction event did not happen in Hong Kong. The forceful
eviction of Choi Yuen Village in The New Territories by a combined force of government
representatives and police force for the High-speed rail project is one such example. Within the
historical trajectories of URA imitated redevelopment, there were cases that eviction squads and
bailiff were called to execute forceful eviction order. Some of the more noticeable examples include
the eviction of a bamboo craftsman in K20-23 project in 2009, residents in Hoi Tan Street, Sham Shui
Po in 2014 and Nga Tsin Wai Wall Village in 2016. In most of these cases, URA excised the power given
under Cap. 124 Lands Resumption Ordinance, except for Nga Tsin Wai village project where staying
put residents were threatened with criminal offence charge and possible imprisonment under Cap. 28
Land (Miscellaneous Provisions) Ordinance.
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Hong Kong. (Lui, 2017)(Ley & Teo, 2014)(Tang, 2017) It is to say that the context
within which displacement of residents occurs in Hong Kong is a combination of
extending and evolving forms of government housing strategies since colonial time
and the urbanisation of capital. On top of that, this research seeks to re-centre the
concerns on the issue of displacement of affected residents during the process of urban
transformation, one that has faded out in the gentrification studies in the last decades
(Slater, 2006). Taking into consideration of the heterogeneity and multiplicity of the
city resulting from continuous trans-local and translational flows of people, capital and
objects, this research attempts to bring forth a critical picture of displacement and its
politics in Hong Kong by departing from the ‘local and global’ thesis (Chen & Szeto,
2015) and addressing the experience of migrant-tenants, a particular group of
underrepresented actors in the process of urban redevelopment.

Underrepresented actors in urban redevelopment

While the local birth-rate has been decreasing over the years, immigrants, especially
the lower-class families, have always been contributing to the urban growth and labour
force of Hong Kong. The average annual growth rate of the Hong Kong population
has been 0.9% since 1987, from 5.52 million in 1986 to 7.34 million in 2016, while
the local birth rate remained low at 7.7 per 1000 in 2017. (Census and Statistics
Department, 2018) Migrants, inevitably, get involved in the process of urban
redevelopment.

Mainland China has always been the primary source of migrants in Hong Kong since
the colonial period, due to geographical proximity, strong economic, social and
11

cultural connections between the two places, fairly relaxed border policies before the
1980s, and a stable political condition in Hong Kong. The massive population growth
in the post-war period, from 0.5 million in 1945 to 2.5 million in 1961, was the direct
result of a massive influx of Chinese refugees during and in the aftermath of the
Chinese Civil War and the loose border control. (Smart, 2006) The considerable
number of immigrants from mainland China also contributed to the manufacturing
sector of Hong Kong during the Cold War years. Despite stricter control over
mainland-Hong Kong border and policies on illegal immigrants since 1980,
mainlanders continue to move to Hong Kong through the family reunion schemes.
(known as the ‘One-way Permit’) before and after the establishment of the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region (SAR) in 1997. The term ‘new immigrants’ (xinyimin)
is eventually used by media and the general public for differentiating them from other
Hong Kong Chinese, no matter whether they or their families came from mainland
China. This label also marks their ‘non-permanent’ status, especially for those who
have not continuously stayed in the city for more than seven years and are not eligible
for applying for public housing and some welfare assistance plan.

Apart from a sizeable ethnic Chinese population, Hong Kong also has a small but
significant number of ethnic minorities. Hong Kong ethnic diversity was shaped by
both its colonial past and a burgeoning network of transnational migration. South
Asian minorities, in particular, have been part of the Hong Kong society since the
colonial time when they participated in the governing of the colony, performed
military duties, or engaged in civilian activities. According to the latest population
census of 2016, around 584,383 people in Hong Kong are classified as ethnic
minorities. While most of which are foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong, among
12

14.5% of ethnic minorities are classified as South Asian, namely people of Indian,
Pakistani, and Nepalese affiliation (Census and Statistics Department, 2016). There
are, besides ethnic diversity, noticeable differences between those who are identified
as South Asian – in terms of their socio-economic position, location in the city, ‘level
of integration’, and residency status. The recent migrants from these countries, who
are the spouses and other family members of Hong Kong permeant residents, come to
Hong Kong through the dependency visa scheme, in which the economic conditions
of their family sponsor are considered. This can be seen as a mechanism of bordering
(Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013), screening migrants by classifying them as ‘worthy’ or
not. (Erni, 2016) Migrants who are not considered as economically independent, have
been excluded or continuously under screening. Similar to their Chinese counterparts,
they could acquire permeant residency, despite not having the Chinese nationality after
fulfilling certain criteria, while foreign domestic workers in Hong Kong are not
eligible for such residency.

Another group of the migrant population are the asylum seekers/refugees which are
few in numbers. The history of foreign refugees in Hong Kong could be traced back
to the Vietnamese boat people in the aftermath of the Vietnam war. Most of them were
kept in closed refugee camp away from the city centre to wait for resettlement to
western countries or repatriation. Few of them joined the Hong Kong society. Despite
not being a signatory to the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees, Hong Kong government has thus far been respecting the non-refoulement
principle laid out in the international treaties and local legislation, where the state shall
not expel any person who claims their life or freedom would be threatened on the basis
of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
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opinion, or facing torture. Asylum seekers, those who had made the non-refoulement
claims, are allowed a conditional stay in Hong Kong while the Unified Screening
Mechanism processed their claims. Between the late 2009 and September 2018, among
19,377 torture/non-refoulement claims, only 141 were accepted. (Hong Kong
Immigrant department, n.d.) The pitiable low acceptance rate is the result of the harsh
criteria imposed by the definition of a refugee under the international convention.
(Vision First, 2015) Compared to international figure, there are only 1,743 standing
non-refoulement claims in Hong Kong in 2018, primarily made by South Asians.
(Hong Kong Immigrant department, n.d.)

Even having such a minor presence in

Hong Kong, asylum seekers/refugees are subject to a series of attacks by mass media
and politicians. They are being accused of giving a heavy burden to the government
and Hong Kong society and ‘faking’ their refugee identities. (Carvalho, 2016)
Although asylum seekers are allowed to freely to choose a place to live in Hong Kong
during the screening process, they are prohibited from working. They are dependent
upon the support from a private, non-governmental organisation, International Social
Service (ISS), which is the subcontractor of government social service for asylum
seekers. The asylum seekers receive negligible support, which comprises of a monthly
rental subsidy of HKD 1500 per person (half of that for children), limited
transportation fee for commuting to ISS office, and HKD 1,200 of food coupons with
many restrictions on the items they can buy. (Sun & Zhang, 2019) Many of them have
to look for cheap accommodation in subdivided housings in the old city district that is
prone to redevelopment.

Although migrants are all assigned to different citizenship status in Hong Kong, they
are sharing similar housing experience of being excluded or not yet included in the
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public housing sector. With their meagre financial resources and little social supports,
they suffer from the private and lucrative rental market. Since the mid-1970s, the
increasing homeownership rate has been the central concern of government housing
strategy. While the rate had increased from 33% in 1983 to 49% in 2019. (Rating and
Valuation Department, 2019) The property price has been driven up by demands from
users and investors Hong Kong government has been running a massive subsidised
public rental housing sector what house around 30% of the total population. (Rating
and Valuation Department, 2019) However, these housings are only available to
lower-income families and mostly permanent residents.

The remaining private rental housing, despite its relatively smaller size, is expensive
and unregulated. The domestic rental level has doubled since 1999. According to the
Rating and Valuation Department (2019), average monthly rental for a 40 m 2
apartments in Kowloon has risen from $173 m2 in 1999 to $357 m2 in 2018, increased
by 206%. Rent also becomes a heavier burden for tenants. The median rent to income
ratios for private residential flats has increased from 25% in 2006 to 30.7% % in 2016.
(Rating and Valuation Department, 2019) However, such data does not reflect the full
picture of rent increase because official statistics do not cover the grey market of
subdivided flats.

Raising rent is only one part of the challenge that tenants face in Hong Kong, tenants
are becoming much more mobile as there was a series erosion of bargaining power of
tenants within the legal system. It is reflected upon their decreasing average time of
staying in a flat and their increasing frequencies of moving. This issue is more severe
for residents of subdivided flats that are commonly found in the redevelopment area.
15

According to a report by an NGO (Hong Kong Society for Community Organization,
2015) in 2015, out of 101 subdivided flats households, 97% had moved at least once
in the last three years. 17% of the interviewed household had moved for more than
three times within period. A subsequently government city-wide census on persons
living in subdivided housing released in 2015 also echoed a similar phenomenon.
Among the 85,500 interviewed households, 60.3% of them had moved at least once in
the last three years, and 10 % had moved for more than three times.
The precarity of tenants is a result of a series of pro-market reform under
neoliberalisation since the 1980s. (Chung & Ngai, 2007) One such reform is the
abolishment of rent control and legal security of tenancy. The history of rent control
and legal security of tenancy can be traced as early as 1921 which were established to
maintain the affordability of rental, tenants’ housing stability especially during crisis
of housing shortages and fluctuation in the rental market. After 1980, the colonial
government and later the new SAR government had led many attempts to retract both
in the legislation. Due to public sympathy towards property owners after the Asian
financial crisis and the stigmatisation of tenants as ‘rouge tenants’, the government
revoked the regulations for rent control in 1998 and 2004 respectively. All of these
contribute and facilitate further commodification of housing and process of urban
redevelopment. The issue of removing rent control and its implications to ‘the politics
of mobility’ will be further examined in the latter part of this thesis, when we approach
how tenants negotiate and practice dwelling in the city.

The space of ‘old district’ (舊區) where redevelopment is taking place is historical,
but by no means static. Incoming and outgoing tenants and migrants reside, live and
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do things, forming the quality and landscape of these spaces we see today. In her
research on the transnational flows of people and capital in the space of redevelopment
in Hong Kong, Huang noted that lower-class migrants are essentially underrepresented
in public discussion on urban redevelopment. While migrant-tenants inhabit in the old
districts and many of them work as care and service workers, there are no mentions of
these residents in the urban redevelopment planning.

Their housing needs are also not addressed by government bodies such as URA. Its
social impact assessment reports (SIA), required by regulations to conduct in each
redevelopment site, is another example of how the mobile subjects, the highly mobile
migrant-tenants, fall off the scope of the government. These reports documented the
social composition of the community and their opinion towards redevelopment and
serve as a reference point to provide relief measure to minimise the impact of
redevelopment on the affected community. The second phase social assessment report
of Wing Kwong Street Redevelopment Project (URA, 2016) states that among 143
interviewed households, only 12 % have lived in the same place for over 20 years. 65%
of the household had lived in the site for less than five years, among which 17% stayed
for less than one year.

While the report confirmed the relatively high residential mobility of residents in the
block, only those who have lived for 20 years and elderly resident warrant relief
measure under the principle of ‘maintains social networks’ (社會網路) as if they were
the only group that is seen as suffering from detrimental effect when moving out of
the neighbourhood, in ways such as losing a sense of community and supporting
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networks. The migrant-tenants are not considered as affected in such a way.

The migrant-tenants’ absence in these public debates and report reverberate Huang
critique of the inherit modernist planning assumption of policymakers and urban
planners. While they are present in the space of redevelopment, the experience of
mobile subjects, be it migrants or precarious tenants, are not able to be articulated or
purposefully ignored, representing an ‘unconscious exclusion and assumptions
embedded in imagining a community,’ (Huang, 2015, p,66). Bringing back migrantstenants and their mobility to our account of urban displacement in Hong Kong is what
this research attempt to do.

The case of migrant-tenants in HK is an example of the socio-spatial injustices caused
by the development of the capitalist city. David Harvey (2006) and others provide
critical accounts of the socio-spatial injustices by some dichotomous pairs of concepts:
Global vs. Local, Space vs. Place, and Mobility vs. Rootedness. (Massey, 2005) The
formers are overwhelming forces while the latters are to be oppressed and annihilated
by the formers.

Doreen Massey’s reminder (2005) become a timely response to Harvey’s and others’
theoretical premises. She warns that this formulation of the relations between global
and local, capitalist production of space and people’s spatial experience, summed up
in the notion of ‘annihilation of space by time’ (Harvey, 2006), risks overlooking the
different trajectories of people. These objects come to constituted these ‘local places’.
The global-versus-local thesis premised on the binary between mobile global and static
local, and a deterministic economic interpretation of space that deprived any autonomy
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of the cultural and people. (Massey, 1994). This assumption of place, using Doreen
Massey’s words, is simply become ‘closed, coherent, integrated as authentic, as home,
a secure retreat; of space as somehow already regionalised, as always already divided
up’ (Massey, 2005) where it could serve as ‘the locus of denial, of attempted
withdrawal from invasion/difference.’ (Massey, 2005) In other words, if we survey the
ground of urban redevelopment, we will see that not only capital is mobile, there are
also transnational and trans-local movement of objects and people that intersect in this
space of redevelopment.

How the migrants-tenants are being perceived by urban planner and government
official in Huang’s account shows that there is a certain assumption about mobility,
spatiality and belonging that premised in what Tim Cresswell (2006) and Malkki (1992)
termed the ‘sedentarist metaphysics’. Mobility in this formulation is seen as
pathological and dysfunctional to subjects and place. The idea of community, home
and belonging is tied to the notion of fixity, settlement, rootedness and static that is
developed through time and thus ‘by implication, mobility appears to involve a number
of absences - the absence of commitment, attachment, involvement - a lack of
significance.’ (Cresswell, 2006, p.32). In another word, what these reports have
demonstrated is preceptive in which if people are mobile, they become ‘homeless’,
hence justifying the lack of compensation and policy intervention to the non-existing
loss of home. Amin (2007), argues that there are:

‘no simple displacement of the local by the global, of place by space, of history
by simultaneity and flow, of small by big scale or the proximate by the remote.
Instead, it is a subtle folding together of the distant and the proximate, the
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virtual and the material, presence and absence, flow and stasis into an
ontological plane.’ (Amin, 2007, p.103)

Without presupposing the destruction of a static place as the only way of seeing the
place of residents being destroyed, lost or altered, the alternative approach to
displacement in everyday life requires careful mapping of the power-relations of
place/movement in which the precarious migrant-tenants carry out their continuous
process of making and unmaking for their places.

Contextualising the mobile subject of migrant-tenants by focusing on their agency and
precarity at different levels: political economy, citizenship regime, and everyday life
and bringing their mobilities back to our understanding urban restructuring and
displacement provide a better scope of how we perceive the politics underlining these
processes.

Research question

My central research question is: How do migrant-tenants experience urban
displacement under the condition of housing precarity and the process of urban
redevelopment? To answer this question, I further break it down into three aspects:

1)

What are the spatial-political configurations that produce and govern the
residential movement of migrant-tenants?

2)

What are the spatial material, symbolic and affective dimensions of migranttenants’ relation to housing and residential mobility?
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3)

How does migrant-tenants’ experience of displacement inform their homemaking practices and sense of home?

This research set out with a relational conceptualisation of space/place and explore
how urban replacement and the destruction of the home occurs within an ontological
plain that reject the simple binary between local and global, place and space. If the
gentrification of Lee Tung Street in Wan Chai, a well-known historical community
with an agglomeration of small local businesses and printing shops, can be articulated
as the story of the local being displaced by the global through the replacement of longtime residents, local history, economy and social relations with luxury apartments,
commercial spaces, global mobile gentry that made up of both local middle class and
the expatriate in Hong Kong, the story of gentrification and displacement in the
encounters with migrant-tenants requires a new conceptualisation of displacement,
eviction, home and spatial belonging, without privileging one particular spatial
tradition and identity of the place. This proposition opens up a space to accommodate
the voice of mobile subjects in the capitalist destruction of place.

Starting from the proposition that the global is not simply a force to displace the local,
but also one that is constitutive of it, I would like to illustrate a picture of urban
displacement and the displaced which were placed in an entanglement of class,
citizenship, mobility, belonging and home and to give voice to a group of migrantstenants who has been absent in the discourse of displacement in Hong Kong. This is
an addition to a Marxist geography approach on the politics of displacement and
gentrification which has been conducted primarily in political and economic terms,
such as ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2004) and ‘uneven development’
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(Smith, 1982) where under neoliberalism, states advance the material interests of upper
and middle classes, developers, corporations, and transnational finance through spatial
restructuring and eviction of the poor and how the latter’s place-making ability is
undermined. (Davidson, 2009) Borrowing words from Doshi (2013) who studies slum
redevelopment and displacement in Mumbai, there is a need for ‘an alternative
interpretation of urban capital accumulation that focuses on the politics of the evicted
as constituted through differentiated processes of displacement and subject formation.’
(Doshi, 2013, p.845)

Lastly, this research is an answer to the call to return to the lived experience of the
displaced. In doing so it is not to dismiss the framework of a political and economic
analysis of urban transformation, the violent nature of displacement, dispossession and
expulsions nor the existence of commercialisation, commodification, financialisaton
and privatisation of the urban space, but to substantiate our critique of it. In what
follows, I highlight three dimensions of displacements related to the experience of
migrant-tenant: The politics of mobility, the home-making/unmaking and the
differentiated citizenship regime.

Displacement and the politics of mobility

A fundamental aspect of displacement involves the residential movement of lowerclass population in the city. More and more literature on gentrification has been trying
to capture the experience of the subject-be-displaced and differentiated the effect of
relocation from displacement. (Kleinhans & Kearns, 2013)(Kearns & Mason, 2013)(Li
et al., 2019) (Goetz, 2013)Some are responses to the concern that the gentrification
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thesis had become ‘over-politicised’ (Kleinhans & Kearns, 2013) and ‘chaotic’
(Maloutas, 2012) Goetz (2002) drew attention to the distinction between ‘voluntary
mobility’ and ‘involuntary mobility which suggest that not all movement are forced.
Kleinhans & Kearns (2013) argued that the process of forced relocation due to urban
restructuring produce various relocation experience depending on the context it occurs.
Hence, given the dynamic and diverse, outcomes emerge out of the relocation process,
it is hard to determine relocation-as-movement to be necessarily negative.

While these researches contribute to our understanding the multiplicity of
displacement/relocation, expanding the approach to displacement/redevelopmentinduced movement beyond its mere physical form, they have nonetheless built upon
certain premises that would otherwise be questionable. For instance, a clear binary
between ‘voluntary’ and ‘involuntary’, ‘forced’ or ‘non-forced’ on categorising how
the subject perceived their movement is highly problematic (Slater, 2009). While some
of these researches call for attention to contexts of residential movement, it is the
terrain which requires close examination and contextualisation. The terrain of
movement should not be treated as an already given factor or a flat surface on which
movement simply occurred.

As in the case of migrant-tenants, they represent a complex entanglement of wanting
to move and being forced to move. The geography of displacement in which these
people occupied is the product of power relations as much as to posit certain powerrelations to govern the movement of residents. As Brenner et al. (2011) argue, there is
a need to study the ‘context of context’ as much as the localised or individual context
that comes along with particular urban experience. By that he suggested a study of ‘a
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constitutive formation—a self-forming, internally contradictory and constantly
evolving whole—in and through which the “geopositionality” of local places is
inscribed and mediated.’ (Brenner & Schmid, 2015, p.161)

The “geopositionality”

contains various interconnected forms of exploitation, dispossession and socioenvironmental destruction, contextual specificity is enmeshed within, and mediated
through, broader configurations of capitalist uneven spatial development and
geopolitical power.’ (Brenner & Schmid, 2015, p. 161)

Drawing from insight from the ‘new mobility paradigm’, this research document the
experience and practices of migrant-tenants and the ‘context of context’ of these
movements. It examines not only the subject-on-the-move but the intersection between
the various experience of moving houses for migrant-tenants and the cultural, social
and political context that produce and dictate these movements. By looking at these
questions from migrant-tenants experience and practices of moving: How and when
should one move? What are the conditions that enable and limits one’s movement?
what are the options for one to move/stay? I propose the notion of ‘readiness to move’
that describe their housing experience where they are subjected to a constant sense of
having to move. In doing so, we can problematised the simplistic understanding of
‘willingness to move’ by looking into the spatial injustice embedded in the political
and economic structure.

Displacement and home (un)making

The second aspect of displacement concerns the spatial dislocation of lower-class
residents in the city. ‘Displacement’ here invokes the sense of placeslessness and
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homelessness. It is a process of de-rooting from one’s places, be it the house,
community or neighbourhood that imbued with memories, histories or affective
attachment through moving in the context of urban redevelopment or gentrification.

I proposed that following the concept ’readiness to move’, we would be able to locate
how a sense of displacement is embedded in everyday life, especially in a home space.
It refers to two aspects: the process of people living in a dwelling while still regarding
it as temporary and anticipating moving under the political, economic structure which
shapes this readiness. Home, a place of meaning and attachment, is continuously lost
and found, made and unmade, attached and detached as they move into different rented
houses in their housing trajectories. It should be noted that we should not immediately
equate movement to the loss of home, as many people might not show strong
belongingness to a rooted community. This aspect of precarity is continuously being
negotiated and challenged inside home-space.

Davidson (2009) phenomenological approach of displacement inspires scholars to
turned to everyday spaces in order to capture how urban displacement - the loss of
security, sense of place, place attachment and place-making ability, occurs without
having people being physically displaced. As later chapters will show, as a practice of
removing one’s home, mechanism and modalities of displacement are now operate in
a different set of temporalities and encompass both physical, symbolical and affective
processes within the everyday life. Such temporality cannot be reduced to an event of
a one-time eviction. For many people whom I have interviewed, the experience
encountering urban redevelopment, whether or not public or private institutions
initiated these projects, only served as one part of their continuous moving and being
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moved within similar housing spaces.

As renting has become precarious, and evictions have become normalised, the moment
of contract renewal, being informed of a rent raise, entering into a dispute with
landlords, having to face poor maintenance of the house, seeing the surrounding
gradually being redeveloped, unable to recreate an ideal home, contribute part of the
experience of being displaced, making renting places un-homely. Meanwhile, the
inspiration of having a home despite these conditions also inspire how they make an
ephemeral home at their current rented place, with anticipation of building an ideal
home sometime in the future in public housing, or in another type of housing that is
being imagined as stable and less precarious.

Differentiated displacement

Urban displacement is often regarded as a process of class transformation in urban
space through the forceful removal of the original low-income/working-class
inhabitants and the introduction of the middle-class new residents. (Slater, 2009)
Hence, displacement is often being perceived as primarily a class phenomenon.

In many cities, city government and public institution have now taken up an important
role in shaping, initiating and facilitating many of the urban transformation processes.
(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016)(Wu, 2015)(Zuk et al., 2018) On the one hand, the state
might be more inclined to intervene the process of redevelopment under a changing
set of urban strategy from ‘urban managerialism’ to ‘urban entrepreneurialism’
(Harvey,1989), hence come with a proliferation of state-led gentrification project in
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many cities. (Paton & Cooper, 2016) On the other hand, many of these government
intervene in the process by setting up a relocation plan for reducing local resistance to
these projects. (Doshi, 2013)(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016)

The concept of readiness to move suggests the possibility and expectation of moving
to other more desirable destinations. These possible destinations are partially subject
to private rental market and state regulations when it comes to public housing
provision or resettlement arrangement under state-affiliated development projects.
(Bhan, 2016)These regulations are often premised on the citizenship status of the
displaced.

Under globalisation, the relationship between the state and subjects/citizens changed
under a series of neoliberal reform in many nation-states. (Ong, 2006) One of Its
manifestations is a set of new citizenship management regime that governed through
making differential treatment. (Bhan, 2016) (Doshi, 2013) Mezzadra & Neilson (2013)
argues that there is a proliferation of borders in the age of apparent increasing global
connection and that the bordering regime does not locate only at the national frontier
but has extended within the national space where there is a constant mapping of
included and excluded in produced a multiplication of labour. Ong (2006) share a
similar observation and describe a new model of state-citizen relations, which she
termed ‘graduated citizenship’, to understand the interaction between global
capitalism and governmental space where inclusion and exclusion are made to
incorporate the interest of global and national economic development.

Those who are sitting at the forefront of this housing precarity and urban
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redevelopment are often lower-class migrant-tenants who are under various citizenship
statuses. Despite sharing similar trajectories and spatial experience, their citizenship
status or non-citizen status do not only limit the condition of their right to residency in
Hong Kong but also leads to differential claims towards their right within existing
policies, including their entitlement of social welfare and public housing. These
hierarchised social rights produce a differentiated experience of evictions and housing
precarity, despite the common vulnerability of people and their position under a highly
speculative housing market. I am interested to see how such multiplication of
citizenship will produce multiplication of the experience of displacement, and
entitlement to home. Following the stories of migrant-tenants who encounter URA-led
urban redevelopment in To Kwa Wan, This research reveals how the politics of
bordering and graduated citizenship regime have come to shape the various experience
of being displaced, managing and rejecting claims, rights and entitlement of the mobile
subjects.

Significance

Gentrification and displacement as a theoretical concept emerged out of the particular
experience of urbanisation and de-industrialisation in cities in Europe, US and UK in
the 1960s. (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019) Some scholars argue that such global wide
phenomenon, the similar urban transformation process that comes with large scale
displacement of working-class residents in the name of progress and development,
demonstrate a local to global turn that shows gentrification as a strategy of urban
regeneration and form of Neoliberal urbanism have now occurred in various locations.
(Smith, 2002) (Lee .et, 2016) In addition, Lees (2019) coined the term ’planetary
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gentrification’ to describe this global surge of urban transformation and argues that
despite having various variegated forms gentrification in various different contexts,
the ‘the underlying commonality is the logic of capital accumulation, especially the
ascendancy of the secondary circuit of real estate.’ (Lee .et, 2016)

However, some scholars (Maloutas, 2012)(Smart & Smart, 2017) (Ghertner, 2015)
question such this spatiotemporal stretching in the definition of gentrification and
argues that this phenomenon ‘comes bundled with a set of assumptions about the
neoliberal nature of the world that originated in the socio-economic urban landscapes
of North America plus a few other sites in the Anglophone world’ (Maloutas, 2012).
Therefore, simply applying the same theoretical framework, such as the frame of
displacement, to describe what appears to be a similar phenomenon would represent
‘a regression in conceptual clarity’.(Maloutas, 2012)

Robinson (2006) laments the long history of bias towards theorising urban life from
experience from western cities or treat western cities as the ‘silent referential point’.
(Robinson, 2006) She argues that post-colonial urban studies’ emphasis on decentring
the Euro-American experience and consider different cities emerge from diverse,
differentiated historical trajectories that are shaped by different and contesting
economic, political and cultural processes that cannot be conflated into a simple
narrative of ‘development’. The latter tend to reinforce the hegemony of western
knowledge and reproduce divisive categorisation if not hierarchy of cities, such as the
division between developing and underdeveloped cities. More effort and attention
have since been directed to the cities in ‘global South’.(Ghertner, 2015) (Hirsh et al.,
2020)
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This research might not be able to make the claims on whether or not the theory of
gentrification is adequate in helping to understand the displacement process in Hong
Kong. What this research attempts to do is to echo Robinson’s vision that researches
should decentre urban theory by ‘attending to the differences between cities. For
parochializing apparently universal accounts and for insisting that ways of urban life
were perhaps as diverse as the cities they inhabit.’ (Robinson, 2006, p.169) It will
contribute to our understanding of the issue of urban displacement with a historical
and contextual sensitive approach to what happens on the ground. In particular, this
research sheds light on the shed light on the diversity of experience of urban
displacement by examining the ‘cooperative’ or ‘aspiring’ attitude the low-income
groups of tenants.

On the local level, this research acts as a timely political intervention to the public
discourse on urban displacement. Much of the current debate of gentrification and
urban redevelopment in Hong Kong have long been overlooking the presence of
migrants in the process of creative destruction, limiting its scope to a class-based
phenomenon, a ‘local verse global’ process or depoliticising it to simply plan of ‘urban
renewal’. As localism began to emerge as a powerful popular discourse by presenting
itself as a rallying point in the context of rising anxiety toward cultural and economic
integration and increasing political interference of the Chinese government in Hong
Kong, we also witness the emergence of nostalgia and a new mode of re-politicisation
of the urban landscape which highlights the loss of Hong Kong’s supposed unique
character and ‘localness’, as anchored in, and mediated by, the urban landscape. Such
a localist view on displacement and developmentalist project represents a risk of
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creating exclusions of migrants in the space of redevelopment. One way of countering
this nominative and popular account of the struggle against urban redevelopment is to
give voice to those who are occupying these spaces, no matter how fragile and
ephemeral that presence might be. Moreover, a grassroots perspective brings into focus
the experience and agency of those who are undergoing urban redevelopment. This is
a crucial point to make if we want to expand our understanding of the subjectivities of
the displaced and their politics, without relegating them to a passive follower of
economic progress or romanticising them as the challenger of developmentalism.
(Doshi, 2013)

This research could broaden the concept of displacement within burgeoning
recognition within the international human right framework. Today, forced evictions
in the name of ‘progress’ and ‘public interest’ under infrastructure development
projects, resource extraction schemes, large-scale land-acquisitions, urban renewal,
city beautification and major international business or sporting events are attracting
attention and criticism from international governing bodies, human right organisations
and non-governmental organisations. The damages of forced eviction on residents’
individual and collective wellbeing have since been articulated within the international
human right framework. Most notably, forced eviction has been included as a violation
of the right to housing under article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights. In 2007, The United Nation Special Rapporteur on
Adequate Housing had drafted a document titled ‘Basic principles and guidelines on
development based on eviction and displacement’ which have introduced the human
rights implications of development-linked evictions and related displacement in urban
or rural areas and distinguished the obligations of the State and the rights of individuals
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during different stages of the process. In 2011, UN-HABITAT released its first report
on eviction and displacement titled ‘Losing Your Home, Assessing the Impact of
Eviction’ (Farha, 2011) followed by a handbook in 2014 that intended to construct a
global assessment methodology under an international human right framework. (UNHABITAT, 2014)

Undoubtedly, these are valuable and timely intervention and initiative from the
international community by recognising the severity of violent displacement in many
of the national development plans. The definition and framework of eviction-asdisplacement under international human right discourse are still inadequate to include
various forms of urban displacement occurred in different contexts. For example, it
has made certain exceptions to what is considered as ‘acceptable’ forms of
displacement and dwells too much on the ‘violent’ nature of eviction as event and the
integrality of pre-existing ‘home’ to be displaced. 4

This research hence contributes

to the debate on urban displacement by providing insights into a particular kind of
precarity within everyday life that is connected to the displacement of residents,
capitalist destruction of place(s), financialisation of housing. This version of
displacement might have to do away with the assumption that there is a ‘fixity’ of the
home from which the displaced are being displaced. A critical review of the political
undertaking and effect of state relocation/compensation policy, such as those offered
by Urban Renewal Authority (URA) is also a method that I put forward to evaluate
rather than naturalise the diverse effect of state-intervention in the urban

4

According to the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No.7,
forced evictions are defined as the ‘permanent or temporary removal against their will of individuals,
families and/or communities from the homes and/or land which they occupy, without the provision
of, and access to, appropriate forms of legal or other protection.’ (Farha, 2011)
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redevelopment process.

Structure

I begin this thesis by setting out the theoretical anchoring of this project. Through
presenting a narrative on the ground and a general picture of housing precarity for
tenants in Hong Kong, I stress the needs to a nuanced account of urban displacement
where we can look into three aspects of displacement: 1) housing mobility, 2) a sense
of home, and 3) citizenships. I also explained why there is a need to foreground
migrant-tenants experience in our understanding of urban displacement in Hong Kong.

In chapter 1, I will review existing literature on urban displacement in Hong Kong and
as a theoretical framework to (forced) mobility and disruptive relations between people
and place(s). I will argue that the study of ‘displacement’, as a framework to
understanding forced mobility and un-homing in the urban context, is more than
political-economic approach but it requires a nuanced understanding as it is a situated
experience for the displaced that is embedded in specific spatial-political contexts.

In chapter 2, I will describe my methods which involve participatory-observations and
interviews with a selected group of migrant-tenants. I also give a general overview of
the fieldwork site of To Kwa Wan where I consider as being an important location to
interrogate the intersection of spatial politics, mobility and migrancy. I end the section
by discussing my positionality within the research process, which informs my
conversation with research participants and the adjustment in research design.

33

In chapter 3, I will trace the development of the dual rental housing sector in Hong
Kong and how it functions as a governing device to manage rental housing precarity.
The private sector had been heavily deregulated since the 1980s and form the pretext
of the increasing housing precarity in Hong Kong, marked by the evitability of tenants
under a private rental regime. A relatively stable and secured public housing sector
developed since late colonial period offers partial inclusion to precarious tenants, on
conditions such as their citizenship status, family sizes and time on the waiting list.

Chapter 4 centres on the experience and narrative migrant-tenants situated in the
process of displacement as they rent places in To Kwa Wan. I will discuss how these
past and current precarious renting experiences lead to a condition of “readiness to
move”, a sense in which tenants feel they are compelled to move. I will further describe
how the current private rental regime where there is an unbalance power-relations
between landlords and tenants shapes their perceptions and practices of mobility.

In chapter 5, I take a closer look at the lived experience of precarity embedded in
migrant-tenants’ housing trajectory by examining the spatiality and materiality of past,
current and future home. I illustrate how tenants constantly negotiate the sense of
losing security, control over their place brought by the precarious housing situation, as
they make and unmake homes under such situations. I also describe how public
housing become an attractive location for tenants with regard to how they feel having
control over their space, although this might mean losing some quality of their
ephemeral homes.

In the concluding chapter, I discuss how using the case studies of migrant-tenants in
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Hong Kong, we are able to extend and localise the concept of precarity and
displacement in places that have different historical trajectories than cities in the west
and understand how people enduring displacement negotiate the increasing uncertainty
and vulnerability of tenants in the highly financialised housing market. I also borrow
the concept of ‘propositional politics’ and discuss how housing movement in Hong
Kong should consider a different concept of rights to the city that allow urban dwellers
to build a temporal yet decent homes in the city.
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Chapter 1 Displacement: Context and Theory

On a summer day in 2014, as part of my commitment to a video project with v-artivist
(影行者), a video art/activism collective in Hong Kong, I filmed the “displacement
process” of a Nepalese tenant family in Cheung She Wan. They were being relocated
to a nearby public housing estate as their apartment was included in a URA’s initiated
urban redevelopment project. I started this project because I have walked through the
whole process with them as an activist whose work was closely tied to the
neighbourhood, and I wanted to document the impact of redevelopment on residents.
It was their last day in the house. They had moved all their belongings into the new
flat, leaving it a vacant room with plain four walls before returning the house key to a
URA officer, who was waiting at the door and was tasked with the mission to make
sure that no one remained in the house when the door shut for the last time. It was not
an easy process to be relocated in public housing as the father of the family recalled
exasperatedly, as the waiting process was lengthy. They needed to argue with URA
officers who acted as ‘gatekeepers’ and pressed the family for more proofs to

substantiate the qualification for relocation arrangement, the family displayed a sense
of jubilance, if not relief to have moved out of the apartment because it was considered
as unstable.

In the middle of the filming process, I spotted four lines drawn by a pencil on the wall.
‘They show the growth of my son.’ The father said after he saw me turned my camera

towards the markings. ‘We measured his height every year. We draw these lines on
the wall. And he has grown so fast in these four years.’ he added. This minor detour
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proves to be a significant turn in our conversation as the father began to walk me
through the house in search for traces of their existence in these four years in this
‘temporarily’ rented house. I attempted to tell the story of a family with a small
makeshift garden built on a metal frame hanging outside of the window. This garden
gave the family a small, green escape in a concrete building. They had to quickly repair
the leaking ceiling during stormy days as the father pointed to a painted-over spot on
the wall. They slowly filled this ordinary rented house with furniture they gathered
from a second-hand market to make it more ‘homely’. These stories carried the
memories, feeling and experience of the life of tenants. Reflecting upon the
conversation I had, I wondered how much of these traces had erased by the vacating
and destruction process of the building but also by my own conceptual and
methodological framing of what should be included in my film, If I only focus on how
they bemoaned their living conditions before.

If we only consider whether they are simply willing or unwilling to move or be moved,
details of the tenants’ life experience in this space, moving process, and their mobility
would remain excluded and reduce tenants’ rich spatial experience and mobility to

mere statistical number about changes of the composition of the neighbourhood .
(Davidson, 2009)

As Bernt & Holm (2009) suggested, the methods and frames by which we use to
approach the question of dislocation and mobility limits or allow particular

aspect of

displacement in our study of this crucial social-spatial process. The first part of this

chapter reviews the existing literature on urban displacement, specifically addressing
the situation in Hong Kong, where the question around the ‘forced’ nature of
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residential mobility and losing a sense of place continues to be a central theme on
discussing whether or not ‘displacement’ occurs during urban redevelopment process.
I will highlight the need to adopt a phenomenological approach to urban displacement
where we document and analyse the experience of residential movement and home for
the displaced on top of existing macro political-economic approaches to housing. I will
proceed to explain how my conceptual tool, home-making/unmaking and a procedural
account of urban displacement, are influenced by recent researches from home studies
and mobility studies where the seemingly static concepts such as place and home (from
which people to be displaced from) have been challenged. Instead, these spatial entities
should be understood as always in flux and the making. My overall attempt is to
develop a conceptual tool by which I can describe urban displacement as situated
experience for mobile subjects in the city, namely the growing precarious living
condition for tenants.

Urban displacement in Hong Kong

The enormity of urban transformation in Hong Kong is well documented in various
scholarly literature. These transformations come in various forms across different
historical periods, depending on the specific condition of social-economic context,
housing provision and government strategies. But these transformations shared similar

threads and had similar implications to the life of city’s dwellers, especially those from
the lower class: these processes have greatly altered the urban landscape and induced
massive residential movement/displacement of people in the city. (Ye et al., 2015) AS

Tong Lau (a local tenement building design) being turned into multi-stories
commercial building and shopping mall and original residents being moved out of their
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home or into public housing, the urban development in Hong Kong resembles
gentrification processes we saw in many first-tier world cities. These projects included
both state-sponsored and private urban redevelopment(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016),
neighbourhood gentrification processes that slowly destroy the social fabric of
communities through private capital reinvestment (Ip, 2018) and squatter clearance
projects. (Smart, 1992) The later still account for representing one of the most
extensive state-initiated transformation projects of urban space in Hong Kong from the
1950s to 1990s. Abbas (1997) famously coined the phases ‘the politics of
disappearance’ to describe the robust reconstruction of the architectural landscape in
Hong Kong. Driven by the constant property speculation and capital accumulation
embedded in the political-economic fabric, he observes that the relentless pressure to
redevelop make any old or new building in Hong Kong ’faces imminent ruins, on the
premise of here today gone tomorrow, a logistics that by contracting time, deceased
even with the pathos of decay’. (Abbas, 1997, .64)

Urban redevelopment contributed to massive changes in residential composition and
urban landscape of these areas. According to Susnik & Ganesan (1997), from 1987 to

1997, the annual total usable new floor area ranged from 2 to 4 million square meters.
In accordance with building permits, approximately 50% of new occupancies are
located within urban areas. For private-sector activity in urban areas only, over the last

decade, this has amounted to an estimated 4,640 new buildings. At the same time, it is
estimated that 5,702 buildings were demolished in urban districts in these ten years. In
term of public-initiated redevelopment, in the initial plan in 2001, the Urban Renewal

Authority has designated 200 potential projects. (Susnik & Ganesan, 1997) In the past
17 years, the URA had initiated more than 70 projects in the old urban districts such
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as Wan Chai, Kung Tong, Mong Kok, Sham Shui Po and To Kwa Wan. Under the
banner of ‘solving urban decay’ and ‘improving the living condition of residents in
these old urban districts’ (Urban Renewal Strategy, 2011), more than 700 buildings
were demolished, displacing more than 12.300 families from the urban centre in the
process. (URA, 2017)

Ye et al. (2015) conducted an extensive survey of gentrification and displacement of
three cluster areas in Hong Kong (Kennedy town, Tiu King Lang and Yuen Long)
through a combination of qualitative (documenting the changes in the urban landscape
and historical research) and quantitative (change in demographic composition)
methods. It suggests that there is a significant loss of residents who are employed in
traditional industrial sectors in these three places and a substantial upgrading in terms
of income and education level. The urban landscape of these places has also undergone
dramatic changes such as the removal of undesirable elements like lower-class public
housing and conversion to green space that cater for a particular imagination of a
modernised city. All of these changes on the urban landscape signified a huge shift of
composition of residents and the displacement of lower-class residents in these

districts. (Ye et al., 2015)(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016)

State’s intervention in urban redevelopment

There is a long historical trajectory of deploying urban redevelopment as a tool of
urban transformation in Hong Kong. The state had played a significant role in

conducting or facilitating urban redevelopment process. (La Grange & Pretorius,
2016) Existing literature on urban spatial politics of Hong Kong have cited two major
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reasons why (post)colonial government had been inclined to involve in restructuring
urban space: 1) the building of a sanitary city (Ip, 2004) by extraditing undesirable
elements in urban space under a colonial hygienic discourse and 2) extraction of land
revenue for the government and private capital through the existing political-economic
structure of Hong Kong colonial and post-colonial conditions (Ip, 2018)(Tang,
2017)(Lui, 2017) The unique land lease system in Hong Kong provides an optimal
mechanism that allows a revenue-driven government to form a close partnership with
the land development class, encouraging land speculation and redevelopment. (Tang,
2008) When the British government annexed Hong Kong Island in 1842 under the
Treaty of Nanking, one of the earliest administrative infrastructures being built by the
newly installed government was to change the land tenure system. All land within the
colonial territory was declared as Crown-owned, meaning that original residents were
dispossessed from the land required by the new colonial regime. (Tang, 2008) This
procedure ensured that the government had retained the ownership and authority over
all land in the territory. The government permits the use of land under a lease system
where lessees would acquire lands for a fixed period(from a matter of weeks to more
than 50 years). (La Grange & Pretorius, 2016) The government dictates, but sometimes

not enforced, the conditions for development such as the ratio of the accessible public
area in the project, timing of construction and land use function etc. The land was
granted mostly through auctions, meaning that the exclusive right to land development

would go to the highest bidder. The ‘enclosure’ of land was a crucial action for
safeguarding the financial stability or profiting model of the colonial government. To
maintain the economic independence of the colony,

this land tenure system helped

generate revenue for the colonial government, while strengthening Hong Kong’s
position as a colonial entrepot by deliberately maintaining a low tax rate. (La Grange
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& Pretorius, 2016) In 1881, the estimated land-related revenue contributed to around
1/3 of total government income. (Tang, 2008) Such a status remained unchanged after
the handover in 1997. From the 1990s to 2000s, land sales and associated property
taxes continued to contribute 30% of government revenue on average. (Tang, 2008)

Government’s dominant control over land resources under such leasehold land
management system is one of the most distinguishable features of the Hong Kong land
policy. It encourages and supports the state for continuously maintaining an active and
dominant role in the process of land (re)development in Hong Kong. It has two
important outcomes to the city’s land development: first, there is a continuous interest
in land sale and property-led development, which results in the prolonging of ‘high
land value’ policy (Tang, 2008) and close collaboration between the government and
city’s major property developer. (Poon, 2011) Second, the position of being the de
facto’ landlord’ in Hong Kong offers the government a tool to take a proactive role in
initiating and managing land (re)development projects. For instance, the government
can use the right to resume land by terminating the ‘lease contract’ for redevelopment
and to control land development by including building restrictions and land use

requirement in the lease agreement with private developers. (La Grange & Pretorius,
2016) This land monopoly also allowed the colonial government and later the posthandover government to create housing policies and intervention beyond the economic

interest of the government-developer alliance. (Smart, 2006) For example, the building
of an extensive public housing scheme in the post-war era to subside the labour
reproduction cost for the burgeoning labour-intensive industrial economy (Castells,

Goh & Kwok, 1990) and pacify resistance among the public in a cold-war context
where intense urban displacement without resettlement could lead to social and
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political unrest which would strongly undermine the colonial government’s
governance. (Smart, 2006)

Urban redevelopment continues to contribute to the massive scale of spatial
destruction that induced urban displacement in Hong Kong, and the state has been one
of the main driving forces in the process by mobilising the power of land monopoly to
facilitate urban redevelopment. This mechanism can be understood as a form of stateled gentrification(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016) where large institutional and financial
resources are invested in the urban redevelopment and upgrading process as well as
other

forms

of

support

to

provide

legal

backing

to

eviction

and

relocation/compensation arrangement (La Grange & Pretorius, 2016). Early urban
redevelopment programme could be traced to slum clearance projects in Tai Pang,
Lower Lascar Row and Kau U Fong, which were responses to the plague that broke
out at the end of 19th century. Land resumption ordinance, which allows the
government to resume land in the name of public interest, was enacted in 1900. This
law gives the government a legal tool to carry out redevelopment program through
evicting existing residents. (Ng, 1998) Urban renewal and private slum clearance in

the urban centre was not a significant government strategic as oppose to squatter
clearance programs and new town developments programme from the 1960s to 1980s.
(Ng, 1998) Government effort in using urban redevelopment method to increase

housing provision and restructure old town area during this stage was mostly
uncoordinated, fragmented and unsuccessful. Private capital was the main driving
force, and a wave of private redevelopment in the 1960s occurred as a result of

43

changing building regulation around plot ratio and design.5 (Huang, 2015) However,
starting in the 1980s, a new strategy was found which emphasised increasing
organisational capacity, cross-institutional coordination and private-public partnership
on implementing and facilitating urban renewal process. The establishment of Land
Development Corporation (LDC) (1988) and Urban Renewal Authority (URA) (2001)
was the result of this new change in government strategy. The latter received
significant financial support from the government, which includes the waiver of
normal land premia for URA redevelopment sites, provision of loan finance and 10
billion reinvestments and beneficial adjustments to normal plot ratios. (Huang, 2015)

The URA was founded with a strong ambition of Hong Kong government to exploit
its institutional capability to speed up urban redevelopment process, which is reflected
in its principle guideline, the Urban Renewal Strategy(URS): any building built over
50 years ago is a potential redevelopment target. The URA is tasked to speed up the
redevelopment process and to reduce frictions from the ground, paving the way for
private-sector developers to step in. This is one of URA’s most important role: to
facilitate the redevelopment process through heavy involvement in the acquisition

process, moving original tenants through compensation or arranging relocation to
public housing and later by evicting any remaining residents with the power given
under the ‘Land Resumption Ordinance’. Regulations on governing private

redevelopment were also relaxed to accommodate the general planning strategical shift
towards encouraging urban redevelopment. In 1999, Land (Compulsory Sale for

5

Drakakis-Smith, D. W. (1979) documents a mass wave of eviction that was the result of a drastic
increase of private redevelopment projects before 1969. This was largely due to a new building height
restriction that was introduced in 1969 in the Building Ordinance that limited the shadow a building
could cast on the street.
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Redevelopment) Ordinance was enacted to encourage private redevelopment, which
allowed private developers to purchase remaining pots of ownership once they have
acquired 90% of total ownership (80% in 2012) of the designated redevelopment zone.

Does urban displacement exist in Hong Kong?

Despite having this history of robust urban redevelopment, the effect of the
‘displacement’ of residents under such process continues to be a subject of debate. The
centre of the discussion has been whether or not the development process that induces
the (forceful) movement of residents will generate negative responses from those being
moved and produce detrimental socio-economic outcomes. For example, Ye et al.
(2015) asserts that large scale redevelopment has caused destruction and breakdown
of housing, neighbourhoods, community networks and social support systems for
lower-class populations and that these processes have come ‘with grave personal,
emotional and physical cost to the more marginalised and hence the social injustice,’
(Ye et al., 2015)

On the other hand, some scholars argue that the intervention of government in the
relocation efforts and socio-cultural factors attached to the housing (social mobility
through homeownership) are the factors that disconnect residential mobility and the

negative consequence of displacement. (Ley & Teo, 2014) Some scholars suggest that
residents do not necessarily hold a negative view towards urban displacement despite
being moved in the redevelopment process. (Susnik & Ganesan, 1997) For example,

Susnik & Ganesan (1997) argues that despite massive redevelopment activity occurred
in Hong Kong, government interventions in the urban renewal process had already
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produced diversified outcomes for residents under urban redevelopment. Whereas
certain groups who were barred from receiving rehousing arrangement, such as new
immigrants, the ‘sandwich class’ with higher income, and elderly who had seen some
drawbacks from relocation, the relocation plan to affordable housing has overall
reduced the negative displacement outcomes for other residents. It was because
residents who were being relocated to public housing saw improvements in their living
condition, social status and financial condition because of the subsidised rents. Public
infrastructure investment such as a mass transit system also allows relatively equal
access to jobs for residents who had moved away from their neighbourhood, therefore
making it acceptable to be relocated away from the original neighbourhood.
Additionally, they also highlighted that there were higher aspirations in seeking a
better living and working accommodations among the city’s population because of
general development in term of incomes, education level and professional status under
strong economic growth since the 1980s. There were sporadic informal social actions
by affected tenants during relocation processes, sometime around issues such as size
of relocation flats and location of the relocation housing, but as Susnik and
Ganesan(1997) argues, these resistance attributed to general redevelopment planning

that was considered as catering to the greater public good.

In a similar vein, Ley & Teo (2014) question the validity of using the gentrification

framework to the analysis of urban redevelopment process in cities outside of the
Anglo-American context. They cite Hong Kong as an example and argue that there is
a general affirmative view towards redevelopment among the public and homeowners

under state-led redevelopment projects. Through media analysis and interviews with
housing experts, they identify that the use of the ‘gentrification discourse’ is limited
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when referring to the situation of housing dispossession and displacement. They also
cite a survey on the opinion of residents from Lee Tung Street projects and suggest
that the redevelopment of the neighbourhood received general approval among the
displaced. In conclusion, ‘the cultural hegemony of property in Hong Kong and other
parts of East Asia makes redevelopment of some low-income districts a more
ambivalent process. It is because the displacement of redevelopment coincided with
the aspiration for a negotiated settlement with the state, which leads to improved
housing condition.’ (Ley & Teo, 2014, p.1299) People who are seeking social mobility
through participating in property upgrading hold an affirmative perception towards
being compensated or relocated and the overall change that they witness in their
neighbourhood. Ley and Teo’s ‘culture of property’ theory is later criticised for
lacking ‘localised’ knowledge about the role of urban redevelopment and state
intervention(Lui, 2017); and for lacking a critique towards the historical development
of a ‘Land-(re)development regime’ where ‘the exchange value of property has an
absolute supremacy over the value of use.’ (Tang, 2017) Their theory focus too much
on the propertied rather than tenants (Lui, 2017). Nonetheless, their work has rekindled
the debate about the nature of displacement and perception of displaced.

Much research so far evaluate urban displacement in Hong Kong through a macro or
politico-economic approaches which focus primarily on government policies,

institutional settings, data on the inflow of capital that led to the displacement of lowerclass. These researches have illuminated the structural inequality embedded in the
city’s politico-economic fabric that leads to demographic change, changes in class

composition and ‘cultural fabric’ in the neighbourhoods. However, there are few
recent studies so far that evaluate Hong Kong’s characteristic urban renewal process
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and condition of urban displacement from the perspective of everyday life of the
residents. 6 The vivid experience of ‘displacement’ process and the agency of the
displaced communities fall into the backdrop of the macro analysis. The debate about
whether or not ‘displacement’ occurs during the urban redevelopment process, or how
‘displacement’ has been embedded in such spatial-political processes requires a
nuanced account on how people who have ‘lived through’ the process, give meaning
to movement and home, and the power relations that shape these experiences. This
remains a gap that this research attempt to fill.

Urban displacement as a theoretical concept

If a place is central to one’s being in the world, to be displaced, namely, to be
physically, culturally and emotionally removed from one’s place, becomes a central
pillar for the conceptualisation for spatial politics and injustice in cities. The notion of
urban displacement often shares these connotations: forced mobility and the
destruction of ‘place’. As Delaney (2004) put it, the concept of (urban) displacement

‘focuses on mobility as coerced, as against the will or wishes of subjects.
Displacement can be seen as a mode of desubjectification insofar as the
bodies of the displaced are seen as objects operated on by outside hostile

forces. It is this objectification that the evictors both facilitate and repress by
blaming the victims. Displacement is about people being pushed around,

6

With two notable exceptions: Huang’s (2015) research on tenants under URA initiated displacement
in Sham Shui Po in 2009 and Xia (2010)’s work on Lee Tung Street redevelopment project and
community concern group members.
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expelled, removed, let go, given the bum’s rush, kicked out.’ (Delaney, 2004,
p.848)

The occurrence of displacement is a standard indicator in public and official discourse
(such as UN eviction guidelines) that concern the negative consequence of
(re)development. The phenomenon of displacement also relates to other spatial issues
emerging in the urban context such as gentrification and dispossession, because these
processes are often considered as moments and processes that induce displacement of
lower-class inhabitants. (Slater, 2009) Having diverse applications in different
contexts (land grab, development-induced, environmental issue and war condition),
the concept of displacement has displayed a high degree of elasticity and could appear
to be sometimes ‘chaotic’ and under-theorised. (Kearns & Mason, 2013) (ElliottCooper et al., 2019)(Zuk et al., 2018)

The trace of a displacement-like phenomenon in urban context emerges alongside
urbanisation in the early 20th century. Early accounts of residential movement in the
city would be understood under the framework of social ecology developed by Park,

Burgess, and Hoyt under the Chicago School, where mobility of urban dwellers and
their communities were seen as the natural movement of people in search for optimal
location of habitation in ‘part of a natural-cum-social process of organic evolution’ of

the city. (Soja, 2000) Later researches on large scale urban renewal project in the postwar US had challenged this earlier ‘social-ecological’ thesis and its inherent
assumption of ‘rational men’ with their individual preferences by highlighting the

socio-political aspect of residential movement and their negative consequences.
Gans (1959), for example, described the social and psychological losses that result
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from the breaking up of the neighbourhood during the urban renewal process initiated
by the state. Likewise, Marc Fried (1966) argues that working-class resident
experienced affective loss due to relocation during the urban renewal process in west
end New York. He linked the display of grief reaction to the fragmentation of a sense
of spatial identity, ’a sense of Home’, and social and stable social networks. In sum,
the conceptualisation of displacement in urban renewal project in the early post-war
US put much emphasis on the disruptive socio-psychological relationship between
movement, home and place, arguing that the (forced) moving process was often
traumatic and disruptive.

Marxist geographers provide another prominent framework to study the production
side of urban displacement. It focuses on the land value difference produced by the
politico-economic structure that pushes the reconfiguration of urban space. Capital
reinvestment in the urban setting is the driving force of the subsequent changes and
reformation in class formation in these areas. This line of inquiry has drawn much on
structuralist theory by Marxist geographer David Harvey (2004) who proposes that
urban space is one of many geographical spaces that allows capital to perform a ‘spatial

fix’ to overcome capitalist inner crisis tendency. A temporal-spatial fix of capital
(annihilation of space by time) enables the absorption of the surpluses of labour and
capital under the crisis of over-accumulation through a combination of temporal

displacement of economic crisis through financial mechanisms such as the credit
system, investment in long term projects and spatial displacement from opening up a
new market, site of production, pools of resources and labour. (Jessop, 2006)(Harvey,

2004) By remaking existing institutions and political system under neoliberalist
reform, production of new spatial organisation provide an opportunity for a reassertion
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of elite class power and a space to advance their economic interest. This process of
‘accumulation by dispossession’ as Harvey (2004) described, occurred through
privatisation, the commodification of the public goods and remodelling of different
aspects of life under a speculative logic. Meanwhile, state institutions are being
transformed and focus less on collective good and their redistributive function but
become an agent for capital and upward redistribution of wealth. Likewise, the city
government is influenced more by a sense of ‘entrepreneurial city’ rather than a
management body that embodies the public will (Harvey, 1989)

Urban displacement is the result of ‘spatial fixes’ and ‘creative destruction’ which
have promptly captured the mobility of capital and the spatial consequence. The
gentrification thesis originated from seminal works by sociologist Ruth Glass (1965)
links the spatial forms of ‘creative destruction’ and the displacement of lower-class
residents in an urban context. Glass observed that there was a return of the middle class
to the city in the 1960s in London. As a result, original lower-class residents were
gradually moving out of the working-class neighbourhoods. This phenomenon
suggests that the economic and cultural ‘upgrading’ of a once working-class area by

the newcomers from the ‘gentry’ class led to the loss of sense of community, changes
in residential composition and higher prices for living expenses and rent. It eventually
results in the displacement of the lower-class tenants who were being driven out further

away from the city centre. Neil Smith’s rent gap theory (1987) had established a
structural connection between gentrification, the reshuffling of class composition in a
working-class neighbourhood, and the influx of capital reinvestment using a Marxist

geography framework that based on rent differential. He argues that the disruption of
spatial forms comes with an uneven geographical development where some areas are
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designated as sacrifice zones and hence were under-invested economically and
socially. A new ‘urban frontier’ is formed whereby it leads to the invasion of
government and corporations in ‘reclaiming’ these inner-city neighbourhoods, namely
the gentrifying process. (Smith, 1996)

An important conceptualisation of urban displacement came from Marcuse (1987)
who combined politico-economic analysis of gentrification and the categorisation of
various forms of urban displacement of lower-class residents. Based on the experience
of New York City in the 1980s where both the condition of abandonment (by lowerclass tenants) and renewal (by new middle-class inhabitants) existed in working-class
communities, he identifies six types of urban displacement that differ by scale
(household to the neighbourhood), timeframe (personal to chain) and driving forces
(physical to financial deterioration). Marcuse asserts that ‘displacement occurs when
any household is forced to move from its residence by conditions that affect the
dwelling or its immediate surrounding’ (Marcuse,1987) and that these conditions ‘are
beyond the household’s reasonable ability to control or prevent, occur despite the
household’s having met all previously imposed conditions of occupancy and make

continued occupy by that house impossible hazardous or unaffordable.’
(Marcuse,1987) His conceptual contribution remains valid as it captures the double
sense of displacement: the direct displacement linked to financial (un)affordability and

physical breakdown (which was also the result of disinvestment of landlords, partly
encouraged by city government’s strategies) and indirect displacement, namely
displacement pressure felt by original residents as community fabric and ‘sense of

place’ have disrupted if not eliminated. (Slater, 2009)
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However, as Elliott-Cooper et al. (2019) have pointed out, Marcus’s conceptualisation
is a product of its time, meaning that it was based on the experience of New York City
which at the time was undergoing the process of a state-encouraged market-led
regeneration. The displacement process he observed was then driven mainly by private
action and individual preferences. (Zukin, 1998) Nonetheless, in other contexts,
multiple processes induce displacement, such as state-led redevelopment that cannot
easily be understood as a process of gentrification. (Smart & Smart, 2017)

The overall conceptual and methodology concentration within Marxist geography’s
framework risks overlooking the agency of individuals (both the displaced and the
gentrifiers) and other cause of displacement. For example, Smith (1979) emphasises
that the studies of gentrification and displacement remain fixated on the movement of
capital rather than people. On the other hand, there is a tendency within displacement
studies to only focus on the physical movement of people as a sole indicator of
displacement. Davidson (2009) is critical of such conceptual and methodological
anchoring. He argues that by over-emphasising ‘abstract’ spatial data such as
population census report that show demographic changes to account for

‘displacement’ in a gentrified neighbourhood, such concept is being reduced to purely
‘spatial events rather than socio-spatial phenomena’ (Davidson, 2009). Davidson
asserted that gentrification ‘is a process of accumulation of capital and profit on the

one hand, and dispossession and insecurity on the other—and not merely a discrete,
isolated moment of physical dislocation.’ (Davidson, 2009) His critique is positioned
within current gentrification debate 7 where the absence of major community out-

7

Gentrification debate in the 1980s centred on whether or not gentrification has led to significant
displacement of lower-class residents in these urban districts.
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migration was sometimes considered as a sign that no displacement occurred, despite
changes made to the spatial settings and landscapes of these inner-city
neighbourhoods. Such a conclusion, he argues, would undermine the destructive effect
of the spatial dynamic on the communities affected by gentrification and similar
displacing process. Davidson’s argument reopens the question to analyse urban
displacement from the angle of the displaced and their everyday experience.

The turn to subjective displacement

Since then, recent studies are much more open to a methodological and conceptual
shift of urban displacement and have adopted a broader range of methods other than
relying on statistical figures to study different forms of urban displacement. (Atkinson,
2015)(Stabrowski, 2014)(Shaw & Hagemans, 2015)(Valli, 2015)(Butcher & Dickens,
2016) They emphasise the need to provide an analysis of urban displacement that
would incorporate the subjective experience of the displaced, one that remains
marginalised in the politico-economic framework.

One strand of displacement studies scholars argues for more balance, and complex
accounts of residential mobility as some movements of residents they discerned are
not ‘forced’ during the redevelopment/gentrification process. (Brickell et al., 2017)

Contrary to earlier approaches to the consumption side of gentrification which centre
on the agency and subjectivity of the new middle-class gentrifier, these research focus
on the displaced, namely the people who were caught up in state-led redevelopment

project and ‘forced’ to leave. They suggest that contextual differences, institutional
setting, differential level of social and spatial attachment, and whether or not residents
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have prior desire to move to improve their housing situation and increase their social
mobility are some of the factors that shape displaced residents’ expectations and
perceptions regarding the moving/relocation process (Goetz, 2013) (Li et al., 2019).
Therefore, residential movement is not necessarily equal to displacement, which has a
strong negative connotation (Li et al., 2019) For example, Goetz’s ethnographic
studies (2013) of HOPE VI redevelopment project in the US shows that the reception
of relocation arrangements by the forcefully displaced are not homogeneous. Their
response varies across different social, economic and housing conditions and can
change over time. Some see relocation as beneficial while others, based on their higher
sense of group belonging and place attachment have a mixed view. Some residents
change their view from positive to negative once their own condition changes or as the
relocation arrangement does not meet their expectation. This research calls for
attention to the contexts of residential movement, the agency of the displaced and a
temporal dimension to residential mobility, where residents have prior experiences of
moving houses. However, there is a risk of leaving out a critical analysis to these
responses from residents and flatten these responses as individual preferences without
closely examining and contextualising how these preferences are shaped and produced

by spatial politics.

Another important group of displacement studies scholars seek to return to the

meaning of displacement as the processes of destructing place(s) and home(s), which
are displacees’ anchor of belongings and ontological security. (Elliott-Cooper et al.,
2019) For instance, Porteous & Smith (2001), coined the term ‘domicide’ to describe

‘the deliberate destruction of home by human agency in pursuit of specified goals,
which causes suffering to the victims’ (Porteous & Smith, 2001). This framework
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emphasises the emotional and social distress of displacement based on the uprooting
of social networks and discontinuity of place-based identity. Likewise, Davidson’s
phenomenological approach to displacement emphasises that it is a spatial process that
is ‘ongoing and lived’ which highlights an extended and quotidian aspects of
gentrification. That displacement occurred when ‘place-making’ practices of
communities are disrupted, and their ability to ‘make places’ is restricted. ElliottCooper et al. (2019) conceptualise displacement as the process of ‘un-homing’ where
the connection between places and people are significantly disrupted. Stabrowski
(2014) coined the term ‘everyday displacement’ to describe the spatial process he
observed in New York as neighbourhoods gradually become gentrified. He conducted
interviews with Polish migrant tenants in Brooklyn, New York, while working with
tenants’ organisations and he produced an acute account of everyday displacement
pressure felt by the residents in the context of intensifying tenancy insecurity and raise
of rent under the process of gentrification in the neighbourhood. In his work on the
symbolic displacement of residents in Melbourne and Sydney, Atkinson (2015)
gathered and analysed the narratives of residents who remained in the gentrified
neighbourhood through in-depth interviews and explored how physical and social

changes in neighbourhoods produce a sense of ‘losing one’s place’.(Atkinson, 2015)
These researches not only extend the methodology to study urban displacement, but
they have also collectively enriched the literature on displacement by incorporating

everyday-life aspects and subjective perceptions from residents living in the space of
gentrification or other urban processes.

This research follows this string of research initiatives and adopts an ethnographic
approach to displacement. Here I follow Davidson’s formulation and conceptualise
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displacement as lived moment embedded in the space/place tension rather than as
merely physical movement of people and consider how certain spatial-political
arrangement in the city affected and disrupted residents’ place-making ability. In this
research, I considered the connection between the two bodies of literature on
displacement, the Marxist geographical framework which centre on the movement of
capital and the political economic context that induce movement of residents in urban
area, and the phenomenological approach to displacement which centre on the
subjective experience of residential movement, and their respective limitations.
Displacement is situated experience for the one who has to live through this process.
Yet, I consider its application with two concerns: increasing housing precarity and the
resultant mobility of tenants and the position of migrants in the process of
redevelopment. This requires taking into account the practices and agency of mobile
subjects and their ‘displaced’ homes and the political-economic context that condition
these practices.
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Chapter 2: Displacement as Situated Experience

Within urban studies, migration studies and human geography, researchers are now
turning to capture the mundaneness of displacement, as part of the everyday life of the
displaced, from refugees, migrants to evicted tenants. They record traces of violence
in the realm of sociality that make up the ordinary, repetitive, routine practices which
are often being overlooked and taken-for-granted. (Elliott-Cooper et al.,
2019)(Brickell et al., 2017) This research takes into account migrant-tenants'
experience with moving home and urban redevelopment, documenting their 'placemaking' practices and their ways of constructing and losing 'sense of home' in the space
of displacement (Davidson, 2009) These experiences will be further contextualised
with reference to the broader settings of government policies, specifically on rental
housing and public institution such as the URA.

In the rest of the chapter, I will describe the ethnographical methods that I have adopted
to document the experience of urban displacement in Hong Kong. Specifically, the

methodological concerns on capturing the experience of mobile subjects and their
relations with mobility and home. I will later provide a brief description about To Kwa
Wan, the district in which I situate my research as I think it provides an important

location to study the ongoing intersection of multiple socio-spatial processes, such as
urban redevelopment, precarisation of rental housing, inter- and intra-city migration
and the experience of urban displacement. I end this chapter with a researcher note

where I map my positionality as an engaged researcher who had participated in the
urban movement prior to and during the research. These experiences have substantial
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implications to the reformulation of the research question and design on my research
on urban displacement on-site, from the initial stage of the project to the interviewing
process.

Mobility and home-(un)making in displacement

The orientation towards the realm of the 'everyday' as an analytical approach poses
another theoretical implication and possibility of studying urban displacement. As
Sztompka

(2008) asserted, the turn to everyday life represents a 'third sociology'

where it resolves the limitation from two theoretical tendencies inherited in social
science's abstraction and reduction of human-society relations to either the triumph of
individuality or structural forces. Under these formations, people on the move are
either being framed as actors that are freely excising their own will to roam in the city
or relegated as the passive objects conditioned by larger forces and political-economic
structure. I argue that either of these two approaches is sufficient enough to provide
adequate explanation to the variegated experience of the displaced and fall short of
mapping the power-relations that produce and govern urban displacement in Hong
Kong, more than the political-economic structure. The study of everyday
displacement, therefore, is premised upon understanding the interconnection between
spatial experiences, practices, capitalist space of representation, and the elite

abstraction of space (Lefebvre, 1974/1991), which produces or limits how city
dwellers derive meanings from their places and movements, shaping their agencies
and subjectivities in the process (Davidson, 2009) It requires a methodological stance

that takes 'a shuttling back and forth between different temporal frames or scales to
capture the distinctive character of processes which appears to inhabit the same
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moment in time.' (Low & Barnett, 2000, p.59) Moreover, it requires seeing how the
mobility of migrants and residents, as well as their sense of 'home', are historically
contingent as they intersect with larger social, cultural and political processes. For
example, the neoliberal processes of asserting the right of the propertied class over
tenants through lifting rent control, expanding homeownership as the privileged form
of dwelling in the city, and the citizenship management regime that unequally
distributes rights and entitlements to housing resources. By foregrounding the
experience, perception and feeling of these individuals, it allows us a closer
examination or critique of earlier theoretical claims regarding the displaced people in
Hong Kong, such as the 'culture of property' thesis (Ley & Teo, 2014) that argues that
displaced residents tend to accept urban development because it provides opportunities
for upwards social mobility; or the 'hegemonic-cum-alienated redevelopment' thesis,
which argues that such an attitude, although it cannot be generalised to describe all
residents, is a product of a political-economic structure that centred on property
development and that tenants' are trapped in the hegemony of real estate development.
(Tang, 2017) An ethnography of displacement, therefore, aims at bringing back the
depth and richness of experiences of moving/staying, making and unmaking home.

Migrants-tenants as mobile subject

In his argument about why anthropological studies should divert more attention to
'routes' rather than 'roots', Clifford (1997) quotes the story of Amitav Ghosh, an Indian
writer/ethnographer in his researching journey in Egypt, to challenge our presumption

about global connections and mobility. In his trip through a seemingly remote rural
village that was the site of his investigation, Ghosh was disconcertedly confronted by
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the reality that the village did not resemble his expectation of encountering an ancient
and settled community with entrenched subjects. Instead, he quickly discovered that
most of the villagers have experience of travelling. From soldiering in Yemen, going
on a pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia or simply travelling to Middles East and Europe, the
routes that these villagers travelled, and practised mobility reminded Ghosh that they
could be as mobile as a researcher who was travelling to meet these villagers.
However, the story did not end at the discovery of mobility in the village and framing
the increasing mobility of villagers as a sign of the impact of 'post-modernity, the new
world order of mobility, of rootless history'. (Clifford,1997) Ghosh quickly pointed
out that the mobility of people in this village was not a recent phenomenon. The
surnames of villagers reveal a long trajectory of movement from cities far beyond
Egypt. With traces from Levant, Turkey, Nubia, the seemingly remote and isolated
village was in fact founded by a group of travellers well before the supposedly
increased movement of people in the age of globalisation. Clifford (1997) notes that
this reflective anecdote reveals that 'this ethnographer is no longer a (worldly) traveller
visiting (local) natives, departing from a metropolitan centre to study in a rural
periphery. Instead, his 'ancient and settled' field sites 'opens onto complex histories of

dwelling and travelling, cosmopolitan experiences… fieldwork is less a matter of
localised dwelling and more a series of travel encounter. Everyone's on the move and
has been for centuries: dwelling-in-travel.' Clifford (1997)

Comparatively, my fieldwork journey in a seemingly 'old' neighbourhood in Hong
Kong resembles Clifford's account of the encounter between an Indian ethnographer

and an Egypt rural villager. A central assertion that underpins my research has been
that my research participants, migrant-tenants, are mobile subjects and their mobility
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is the product of and produces the spaces that they occupied. This is not to suggest that
they are bound to ceaseless travelling or to give the impression that they are either
romantic urban drifters who embody nomadic and transgressive characters and have a
fluid sense of place or victims of homelessness. Beneath the seemingly static spatiality
consist of 'old' and 'historical' Chinese tenement housing, the people that inhabit, use
and journey through these spaces are not entrenched subjects but are 'travellers' in
Clifford's sense, one that is moving around, in and out of the field and the space that
they are occupying are the product of these ongoing multiple trajectories. (Doreen
Massey, 2005). Their mobilities include various kind of experiences: from
transnational migrations across different national borders, the practice of moving
houses across different areas in the city to everyday life that entails movement within
and outside the neighbourhood. Inspired by the new mobility paradigm (Cresswell,
2006), seeing migrants-tenants as mobile subjects reopen questions of the complex
relationship between fixity and fluidity, static/flow, home/unhome, and it challenges
some of the existing presumptions about societies in flux. (Merriman & Pearce, 2017)
This new methodological concern guides the researcher to explore the different ways
in which people, places and things become part of linkages across various time-spaces.

However, to think through the lens of mobility is not to suggest that the contemporary
social world is now imbued with the movement for over-animated subjects. (Adey,

2006) Here, I highlight two aspects of mobilities that could contribute to the study of
urban displacement in this particular historical conjuncture, where moving houses for
residents is becoming a normal part of the urban experience. First, my analysis opens

up a new space for studying displacement as movement-in-practice. Secondly, it opens
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up a new understanding of dwelling-in-travel within the displacement process, namely
of the configuration of the relationship between the sense of place and mobility.

As Cresswell (2006) asserted, the way movement is related to mobility resembles how
space is related to place. Movement cannot be reduced to a line that connects point A
and B. Its corporal, sensory and cultural qualities constitute part of a 'triad' of mobility
that allows us to understand how movement is practised within a social, cultural and
political context. (Cresswell, 2006) Urban displacement in this formulation is a process
that involves people moving houses and navigating the city. Such movement is never
a smooth transition of locations and inhabitation, nor simply a change of addresses.
The moving itself contains various degrees of friction, strictness, difficulty,
smoothness, speed, routing and experience. One way of doing an ethnography of
displacement is to record and capture the multi-dimensional qualities of these
movements as much as to analyse how discourses and certain spatial-political structure
produce and govern these movements. (Cresswell, 2010)

Researchers on movement are now adapting different research designs to capture the

richness of movement in this sense. In her research in Melanesia about the mobility
that the island community embodied and practice, Schneider proposes four
ethnographic methods of learning about movements (2012). Three, in particular, are

useful in my research: employing the senses to detect movement; paying attention to
verbal as well as nonverbal expressions of movement; and moving along with people
(Schneider, 2012). Without referencing directly to the new mobility paradigm,

Sullivan (2017) studies the displacement/eviction of mobile homes residents in a
mobile home park in Florida and Texas. She includes an ethnographic description
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which contains the moments of discussing relocation and moving plan with the
residents, following the actual implementation of those plans, documenting the process
of state-led eviction from receiving notice, relocating and resettling, and how residents
act, feel and give meaning to these moving processes. These are methods which inspire
my own research design in which I trace, document and seek to understand the
movement/displacement process of migrant-tenants in Hong Kong. In some cases, I
was with these tenants when the process took place, while in others they reflected on
previous trajectories of moving houses in the city.

The mobility turn within human geography and migration studies encourage new
methods to study the complex relationship between human, movement and place.
(Cresswell, 2010) One of the major concerns is to maintain methodological and
conceptual awareness of the nuances of 'home' which no longer builds upon the binary
positions between stasis/transformation, presence/absent. Home under this formation
is being conceptualised as something that is never completed. It is a process which
reconfigures new forms of dwelling for mobile subjects that open up further questions
into the intersection of movement, belonging, place attachment.

The study of urban displacement could draw inspiration from new methods and
conceptualisation from researches that study the trajectories of forming migrant's

home. One such example is Kochan (2016) research of internal migrants in China and
their various way of placing, making and conceptualising home in an urban setting that
is structured by the economic, residential and social precarity of internal migrants. In

his depiction, migrant homes 'build through', instead of destroyed by, the multiple
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journeys of moving houses across different geographic typologies, from urban villages
to xiaoqu, a form of gated communities in Chinese cities. (Kochan, 2016)

The domestic materiality is another aspect of 'home' that I have paid attention to when
I spend time with and interview my respondents. The recent scholarship from
anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies have begun to explore how humanmaterial co-dependency contributes to lived experience, daily perception, and
subjectivities. Home is a space filled with objects and contains material textures.
(Miller, 2001) The properties of objects and material environment of home, from
domestic products ranging from furniture, personal items to a leaking water pipe and
wall paints, generate meaning and affective responses from inhabitants. Domestic
material culture represents an arena in which scholars could further investigate how
people make choices and negotiate their circumstance. (Blunt & Dowling, 2006) As
Attfield (2000) asserts:

'dwelling furnishes the most fundamental spatial experience in the orientation

of individuals in relation to the external world through the everyday mundane
practices of managing and ordering domestic life and the special rituals which
mark particular moments of change in the lifecycle.' (Attfield, 2000)

Moreover, I took inspiration from Burrell's (2014) work on the homing experience of
tenants in a post-industrial urban neighbourhood in the UK. She explores the tenants'
negotiations on the precarious conditions of their rented house by listening to tenant's
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narratives and seeing how they react to and arrange their home interior. Their dynamic
relations with personal items and home appliances provide rich materials for us to
understand the intersections of the macroeconomic, social changes and the microprocesses of homing. (Burrell, 2014)

However, the meaning of home can be a highly subjective matter as much as it is
connected to certain powerful discourses that conflate the imagination of homely home
to specific social and spatial arrangement and structure. One example would be the

discourse of homeownership where only those who own the place they dwell in are
presumed to be able to construct a stable, secure and comfortable inhabitation against
other forms of tenure division such as renting. Researching home-making, therefore,
needs to carefully consider, map and discern the complicated meanings and
associations people have regarding their past, immediate and future dwelling in
connection to different discourses that shape these meanings, practices and the feeling
of home. Kochan (2015) questions how certain methods, including a qualitative based
approach that focus only on interviewing migrants and analysing their narrative, riskreducing the intricate meaning and multi-sited migrants' home while reproducing
certain dominant representations and discourses of home. The rhetoric used by urban
residents as described in his research on urban-rural migrants in China, such as
homeownership as a step towards middle-class status or the main factor determining
their belonging to the city was picked up and partly internalised by the newcomers to
the city as a way of understanding their status and the (in)ability to be at home in the
city. Instead, he used a three-pronged methodological structure: walking interview,
cognitive map drawing and city photo tour, to generate a different set of data from
these encounters. The comparison of these data and following up the
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inclusion/exclusion of home by interviewers reveal different definitions, components,
functions and materiality of the home that otherwise would be confined to a politically,
socially and culturally imbued concept. (Kochan, 2016)
During my research process, I initiated conversations to explore my research

participants' making and unmaking of home across different time in their trajectories.
Specifically, I raised questions about how they experience and give meaning to their
past home, in their place of origin or Hong Kong, their current home and their

imagined home. Through comparison of these different impressions they have across
different time and scale, I carefully demonstrate, instead of naturalising, the different
points of intersection between a self-defined home and a socially-politically
constructed home.
Nomenclature of migrants-tenants

This thesis focuses on recent migrants as actors in the process of urban transformation
because they have been underrepresented in the existing literature on urban
displacement in Hong Kong. (see next chapter and introduction) Before going into the

details and descriptions of my research method, I would like to explain the reasons
behind using a broad term 'migrant-tenants' in addressing the people I described.

First of all, using the term 'migrant-tenants' is an attempt to locate and investigate the
intersection of two dimensions of their subjectivity and spatial-political process: one
defined by their relationship to a dwelling and the other by their trajectories of

migration. Their migratory experience suggests a reshuffling of the relationship to
place and home in a manner of how Ahmed (2003) called an 'uprooting and
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regrounding' process. The analysis of the conjuncture of the two forces, migration and
urban displacement, also means that it is now possible and necessary to explore the
intersection of the governing devices dominating these processes. In particular, a land
tenure regime that defined the imbalanced relationships between landlords and tenants
and a citizenship regime that controls the distribution of rights to different groups of
residents, in shaping the spatial experience and practices of the migrants-tenants. The
term 'migrant-tenants' therefore embodies this proposition of analysing these two
socials, spatial, cultural and political forces that configure and impact the lifeworld of
migrants in Hong Kong.

The idea of a migrant in the broad sense connotes a person who has experience moving
across an international border, or within a nation-state. International Organization for
Migration, 2019) Given the long history migration in Hong Kong, as I have illustrated
in the first chapter, the process of identifying migrants could run the risk of
overstretching the category. A broad definition would include a wide range of
experiences and subjects in one analysis. For example, a long-time resident I
encountered in the field may be, in fact, a first-generation migrant coming from China

in the 50s. Therefore, although I am using the broad term 'migrant-tenant' in the thesis,
it is necessary to emphasise that I by no means would be able to cover all conditions
of migrants living in Hong Kong. I limit my scale of research and prioritise recent

migrants as my primary subject of research. Most of my research participants moved
to Hong Kong in less than eight years (with two exceptions out of 14 participants).
Most of them are either non-permanent residents, a citizenship status that guarantee
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their 'right of abode' and asylum seekers, with the rest being recently granted
permanent residency.8

I want to clarify that this research is not substantial enough to enter the debate on how
and under what kind of conditions one should be accepted as 'refugee'. The decision to
include asylum seekers in the category of 'migrants-tenants' stems from my fieldwork
experience and intend to reopen the question of how different migratory bodies
experience living in Hong Kong. During my research, I came to notice that many
asylum seekers prefer to stay in the lower-class neighbourhood of the inner city of
Hong Kong. Living alongside other low-income migrant groups, they are often
marginalised in government's housing policies and the unfettered rental market. Also,
these asylum seekers share a common migratory experience of having to move across

8

It raises other issues or even create potential controversy by putting migrant residents and asylum
seekers in the same bracket term, surrounding the categorisation and distinction of various
‘migrants’. One of such controversy concerns how and under what circumstances should refugees be
framed as migrants. There are some reservations on conflating ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ with the
term ‘migrants’, especially among NGOs and legal practitioners working with asylum seekers.
(Bertrand, 1998)
One of such argument is that ‘refugee’ and ‘migrant’ are two separated legal categories under
different sets of international legal and human right framework, which has implications for the right to
mobility and material support.
Also, in Hong Kong and many European countries, asylum seekers are stigmatised and many of the
popular discourses have been adapting a xenophobic stance. One of their common manifestation is to
represent refugees and asylum seekers as ‘bogus’ or ‘economic migrants’, thereby delegitimising their
claims for seeking asylum in other countries. (Chow, 2016)
However, as Bertrand (1998) asserts, the distinction itself is not unquestionable and useful in a
different linguistic and geo-political context. The separation between ‘refugee’, ‘asylum seeker’,
‘economic migrant’, ‘illegal migrant’ or ‘legal migrant’ is also predominantly relied upon what
Andrijasevic & Walters (2010) call the international government of borders, where an ‘entire specialist
domain wherein the design, policing, administration, and legal and technical operation of borders has
become a field of knowledge in its own right, coupled with a set of administrative measures aimed at
reshaping the control of borders.’(Andrijasevic & Walters, 2010) The knowledge of variegated
migration and their categorisation were produced to govern, manage and prevent certain migration
flow.
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borders, leaving their place of origin and their home and enter into a space of
increasing bordering and governing through a citizenship regime that distributes
differentiated entitlement to right and claims. By placing different status of 'migrants'
together, it reveals the effect of a hierarchical and stratified regime of citizenship which
has implications for urban governance and their various expectations and negotiation
of home and security.

Thirdly, I choose to use the broad term of 'migrant' instead of categories that are based
on the distinction of ethnicity and nationality such as African asylum seekers, Pakistani
migrants, South Asian migrants or Chinese migrant, because I want to avoid orienting
towards the trap of 'methodological nationalism'.(Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002)
Wimmer & Glick Schiller (2002) argue that there is a tendency within social science
which naturalise nation-states as the main subject of analysis, seeing nation-states as
the natural 'container model of society'. One of its manifestations is that Immigrants
are either being perceived 'as foreigners to the community of shared loyalty towards
the state and shared rights guaranteed by that state to that they are seen as presumably
remain loyal to another state whose citizens they are and to whose sovereign they

belong, as long as they are not absorbed into the national body through assimilation
and naturalisation.' (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002, p.309) Keeping a border term
allows it to develop a scope of research that reveals the complexity of the interaction

between migrancy, urban displacement, and sense of home rather than confining to
our analysis to a nationalistic frame. It also put migrants' relationships with the state
in both their origin and their current place of residence) in as a subject of inquiry, rather

than naturalising their very relationships.
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Methods

There are two overlapping stages in this research. The first stage of research focuses
on materials about government's housing strategies and the historical development and
cancellation of rent control, i.e. security of tenancy and the institutionalisation of urban
redevelopment. These materials include government documents, the record of debates
at the legislative council, policy papers and media representation. Based on these
materials, I will analyse the changing position of private tenants defined by the housing
strategies and regulations, specifically the retreat of protection for tenants and the
consolidation of the profitable rental market in Hong Kong.

The second stage of the research involves ethnography, participant-observations and
in-depth interviews with residents who are currently living in buildings that have been
included in Urban renewal authority's redevelopment projects. This stage of the
research was undertaken in the inner-city area of To Kwa Wan. This area has gone
through the process of deindustrialisation since the 1980s, and a number of public and
private redevelopment projects have since taken place in the area. Two research
questions grounded my ethnographical research process: 1. How do they experience
relocation/displacement during and before the urban redevelopment process? And 2.
How do they practice and perceive their 'home' in these house-as-dwellings?

I began connecting with the community in 2016 when I attended several community
meetings organised by a grassroots community organisation that centre on the issue of

urban redevelopment in To Kwa Wan. These meetings were initiated when these
projects had just been announced by URA, usually in the first week after the population
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freezing process, a method which to document the identity of the household living in
the redevelopment zone. Through participating in these meetings, I became familiar
with some of the tenants living in the area. I occasionally did home visits to them to
understand their situations and to build relationships. In these occasions, I shared with
them my previous experiences of urban struggle and information concerning URA's
policies. I made friends with several tenants, some of whom became my research
informants later. My major fieldwork began in the summer of 2017 and proceeded
until the summer of 2018. But after my fieldwork, I am still in contact with migranttenants I have interviewed. Therefore, there was not a clear line of exit from the 'field'.
They would continue to approach me, for advice or simply for chatting.

Methodologically, the long time span of the research process allows me to approach
their displacement experience with urban development and rental issue from a
different period of time. This enriches my analysis of how different stage of
redevelopment have structured how they would respond to the process. For instance,
at the early stage of the redevelopment period, tenants do not usually need to negotiate
with URA for relocation. Their reception might change once they have to undergo the

screening process by URA at the later stage of the redevelopment project. This
reinforces the idea of 'displacement' being a long process embedded in their everyday
life, rather than simply a condensed experience at the moment of eviction.

Other than existing contacts through my activist participation, I am in contact with
three non-governmental organisations, one providing services to asylum seekers and

two helping lower-class tenants in To Kwa Wan. They were introducing me to some
of the tenants they were working with. I was given the opportunity to visit their homes,
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participate in their everyday routines, and interviewed them semi-structurally and
informally.

In my research, there are fourteen tenants in total. They share similar housing
trajectories, and all of them are tenants. All of them stayed in the district for less than
seven years and had moved home at least once in the last seven years. In term of
citizenship status, four of them are asylum seekers, nine of them have residency status,
among the two have just acquired permanent residents' status during the research
process, and two acquired permanent residency within the last ten years.

Throughout the research process, it has to point out that the language barrier has been
one of the major challenges that restricted my interaction with my informants. While
all of my research participants speak English, which is the language that we used to
communicate in most of the interviews and informal chats, it is their second language,
and their English level varies. The responses tend to be short, and clarification was
needed to confirm my understanding of these responses. For some interviews with
Urdu speakers, I was accompanied by an Urdu translator who was a tenant affected by

URA's redevelopment, and who I met in an earlier project in Sham Shui Po.
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Table 1 List of the interviewees

Housing
trajectories

Years in
Hong Kong

Residency
status

Country of
origin

Time in the
current flat

1

(Sandun)

To Kwa Wan
(3 houses)

10

Asylum
seeker

Sri Lanka

3 years

2

Phia *

To Kwa Wan
(2 houses)

3

Asylum
seeker

Congo

11 months

3

(David)

Uganda

9 months

4

(Sanjay)

India

2.5 years

5

(Parth)

To Kwa Wan
(2 houses)
Wan Chai, To
Kwa Wan
Tsim Sha
Tsui, To Kwa
Wan

2
3

Asylum
seeker
Asylum
seeker

10

permanent
resident

India

4 years

India

1 year

6

(Barzan)

Hung Ham,
To Kwa Wan

5

Asylum
seeker/
Resident
(dependency
visa)

7

(Ying)

To Kwa Wan

3

Resident

China

2 years

8

(May)

To Kwa Wan

5

Resident

China

1 year

9

(Wing)

To Kwa Wan

7

Permeant
residents

China

4 years

11

(Bashar)

Yau Ma Tei,
Jordan,
Mongkok, To
Kwa Wan,
Sham Shui Po
(public
housing)

7

Permeant
residents

Pakistan

3 years

12

(Aisha)

Yau Ma Tei,
To Kwa Wan

1

Residents
(dependency
visa)

Pakistan

1 year

(Hamid)

11 times of
eviction since
2009
Jordan,
Cheung Sha
Wan, Kai Tai
mansion,
Jordan, To
Kwa Wan

12

Permeant
residents

Pakistan

8 months

(Hamza)

Jordan, Kai
Tai Mansion,
Ng Tau Kok,
To Kwa Wan

8

Permeant
residents

Pakistan

3 months

13

14
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Figure 1 Map of Hong Kong

Green: Urban district of Hong Kong
Blue: Location of To Kwa Wan

Setting the site: Constructing pocket of decay in To Kwa Wan

The district of To Kwa Wan is located at the central-eastern part of Kowloon
peninsula, neighbouring two historical districts, Hung Hum in the south and Kowloon
City in the north.

As a part of Kowloon Peninsula, To Kwa Wan was annexed by the British colonial

government under the convention of Peking in 1860. In the 19th century, this area was
less developed: rural use of land and traditional Chinese rural settlements were still
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dominating the landscape of To Kwa Wan. Since the early 20th century, several public
and private urban development projects began to flourish in To Kwa Wan, which
marks a different stage of the urban development in To Kwa Wan. Infrastructure
projects (Cattle Depot in the north of To Kwa Wan), residential buildings and
reclamation in To Kwa Wan were planned and carried out which slowly changed its
landscape and gradually incorporated it into the urban area of Hong Kong. According
to an earlier account of the pre-war condition of To Kwa Wan, industries were already
established in the area and shipping industry shipyards could be found along the coast.
(Centre for Cultural Heritage Studies, 2009) After World War II, To Kwa Wan was
affected by the rapid industrialisation that was taken place in Hong Kong. The
retreating capital from China which was finding new space for reinvestment, and
migrants from China who were a great source of industrial labour, formed the bases
for further industrial development in Hong Kong. To Kwa Wan slowly developed into
one of the important industrial zones in Hong Kong with manufacturing consisting of
mainly light and labour-intensive industries. (Centre for Cultural Heritage Studies,
2009) Apart from industrial buildings, there were mostly residential blocks of Tong
Lau (a type of typical local tenement housing with a mix of commercial, residential

and industrial function).

To Kwa Wan experienced a wave of redevelopment in the

late 1960s and early 1970s which was initiated by when developers wanted to exploit
the time differences before government implementing a straighter building law on
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building design. (Drakakis-Smith, 1979) Many pre-war Tong Laus were being
replaced by multi-storey residential building and industrial buildings.

Figure 2 Government planning in the mid-1990s
To Kwa Wan were selected as priority redevelopment zone( 優先重建區) under Kai Tank district
development plan in 1998

Apart from reclamation project which was being carried out in the south of To Kwa
Wan to further expand the building area of the district development, economic
restructuring of the city in the 1980s and a change of urban planning strategy created
a new condition for urban redevelopment in To Kwa Wan.

As Hong Kong was undergoing deindustrialisation in the 1980s, many industries in
the area began to shut down or relocated to China. In tandem with rapid

deindustrialisation, the Hong Kong government started to put more emphasis on urban
redevelopment as a government urban planning strategy in the 1980s. It was done after
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some initial failure in state-led urban redevelopment pilot plan in the 70s and two
decades of rapid urban expansion to the New Territories through new satellite town
development.

The district of To Kwa Wan under official discourse began to be represented as 'pocket
of decay' (Tang, 2008), a zone where it was 'heavily congested, with dilapidated living
conditions and a lack of essential amenities'.(Territory Development Department,
1998), similar to how Henri Lefebvre (1974/1991) highlighted in the 'representation
of space' where technocrats, planners and city officials employ technologies, map and
planning model to produce an abstracted view of space. The identification of urban
decay began to feature in official planning discourse and government strategic land
use planning of To Kwa Wan which demonstrated how government envisioned and
legitimated capital reinvestment and redevelopment in the new round of urban
redevelopment.
In 1988, a government-supported Land Development Corporation (LDC) was
established to facilitate redevelopment of Urban area. The relocation of the Kai Tak
Airport also loosened up the height restriction of buildings in the nearby area, hence

stimulated further redevelopment. But its pace remained slow until the Urban Renewal
Authority (URA) was set up which replaced the financially troubled LDC and sped up
redevelopment with greater public authority, investment from government, tax

reduction and the power to mobilise land resumption ordinance, in 2001.

In 2011, as a response to meet the demand for more public participation in the planning

process after the Lee Tung Street movement, which was criticised for its lack of
transparency, accountability and public participation. Underlining the top-down model
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of urban redevelopment and urban planning process, the Kowloon City District Urban
Renewal Forum (DURF) was established to incorporate public opinion in the urban
redevelopment planning process. DURF comprised of representatives from planning
professional organisations, District Council, pro-establishment non-government
organisations/groups/business associations, URA, and some government departments
and it was tasked to perform a 'participatory' duty on the urban redevelopment planning
process and draft a district-wide redevelopment planning process. While it can still be
argued whether the forum was 'democratic' enough in the sense of how it allows the
full participation of public members and be inclusive to various actors involving in the
redeveloping/renewal process, which was different from earlier methods of
redevelopment where URA took a central role to mark and design redevelopment zone.

However, the change of planning model did not reduce the image of To Kwa Wan
being a pocket of decay and withdraw redevelopment as the main method of
intervening in the urban transformation process of the district. After a series of internal
meeting, public consultation sections and public workshops, the Urban Renewal Plan
for Kowloon City was drawn up and submitted to the government in 2014. It suggested

that the area of To Kwa Wan should be divided into zones of 'Redevelopment Priority
Area', 'Rehabilitation and Revitalisation Priority Area', and "Mixed Redevelopment
and Rehabilitation Area", each with different approaches to renewing it, and much of

the area would require future, if not immediate refilling and redeveloping. (DURF,
2014)

Since 2008, URA has announced 15 redevelopment projects in To Kwa Wan,
encompassing more than 6,000 households. In 2016 alone, there were five new such
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projects. According to the initial description of the project planning, high-class
residential blocks and shopping malls along with some 'community facilities such as
parks and an underground car park' will be constructed. (DURF, 2014) An MTR rail
extension project is also set to be finished by the end of 2020 which has already fuelled
property and rent speculation. The robust urban redevelopment in To Kwa Wan makes
it an ideal location to examine the displacement experience of migrant-tenants in Hong
Kong.
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Figure 3 the Urban Renewal Plan by Kowloon City District Urban Renewal Forum (DURF)
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Figure 4 Map of recent projects by Urban Renewal Authority in To Kwa Wan
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Table 2 List of the redevelopment project by Urban Renewal Authority

Project

Location

Year of
announcement

Estimated
affected
household

GFA(sqm.)

TKW/1/001

Chi Kiang
Street/Ha
Heung Road

2008

302

8,376

2

MTK/1/001

Pak Tai
Street/Mok
Cheong
Street

2008

229

6,944

3

MTK/1/002

San Shan
Road/Pau
Chung Street

2009

290

10,346

4

TKW/1/002

Ma Tau Wai
Road/Chun
Tin Street

2010

660

24,398

5

KC-006

Pak Tai
Street/Shan
Shan Road

2011

150

9,782

6

KC-007

Kowloon
City
Road/Sheung
Heung Road

2011

226

12,456

7

DL-8:KC

Kai Ming
Street

2013

66

553

8

KC-008A

Chun Tin
Street/Sung
Chi Street

2015/2016

72

2,475

9

KC-009

Bailey
Street/Wing
Kwong
Street

2016

990

8,042

10

KC-010

Hung Fook
Street/Ngan
Hon Street

2016

576

4,951

11

KC-011

Hung Fook
Street/Kai
Ming Street

2016

319

2,635

12

KC-012

Wing Kwong
Street

2016

143

1,258

13

KC-013

Kai Ming
Street/Wing
Kwong
Street

2017

204

1,749

14

KC-014

Wing Kwong
Street/Sung
On Street

2018

330

3,016

1
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A researching note

Following feminist scholars, the question about positionality come with the critique
towards universalism, positivism on knowledge production. (Rose, 1997) Haraway
(1988) called for reflection to the positionality of researcher and argues that all
knowledge and the process of knowledge production are heavily situated within a
particular context that enables and limits what the researcher can see and made claims
from the research project. Reflection on the positionality of a researcher is a process
in which the researcher's task is

'to make one's position vis a vis research known rather than invisible, and to
limit one's conclusions rather than making grand claims about their universal
applicability'. Thus overgeneralising, universalising claims can be countered
by making one's position known, which involves making it visible and making
the specificity of its perspective clear.' (Rose, 1997, p.308)

A researcher put his/her position in relation to the subjects of studies and the context
within which the researching process emerged into the writing as a subject of inquiry.
In her argument about situating knowledge, Rose (1997) argues that

'it is crucial to consider the role of the (multiple) self, showing how a
researcher's positionality (in terms of race, nationality, age, gender, social and
economic status, sexuality) may influence the data collected and thus the

information that becomes coded as knowledge.' (Rose, 1997, p,308)
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This reflexivity looks both 'inward' to the identity of the researcher, and `outward' to
her relation to her research and what is described as the wider world. (Rose, 1997) In
what follows, I will present an autobiographical account of the two stages of the
research: the preliminary stage of formulating research question from previous activist
experience and the stage during fieldwork, which continuously shape the research
focus, question and design as I interact with my research participants and new
situation. This account highlights the political importance of mapping urban
displacement in urban movement and the complexity of attending to the multiplicity
of 'home' and 'displacement' with those who live through these processes.

Mapping myself in the anti-displacement movement in Hong Kong

Throughout the 2000s, a series of urban movement spring up in Hong Kong which
challenges the developmentalist hegemony, the spatial order and public discourse of
the global capitalist city. The movement against the demolition of Lee Tung Street, a
neighbourhood known for its small-scale printing shops, was a catalyst for a new round
of urban movement since the Urban Renewal Authority was established in 2001.
Subsequently the movement to preserve Star Ferry Pier and Queen's Pier, two
historical public space located at the centre of Hong Kong island, and later the struggle
against the high-speed rail contraction and eviction of Choi Yuen Village, had all made

their marks in the history of social movement in Hong Kong.

These social campaigns and collective struggles which made part of the contest over

urban space in the last decade share similar visions and momentum with many rights
to the city movements in other cities. (Ku, 2012) They shed to light problems and
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spatial injustice inherited in these developments projects and urban transformation
process: land dispossession, displacement of original residents, profitability and
speculation in a highly financialised housing system, lack of public participation in the
spatial development process. (Chen & Szeto, 2015)

Since 2011, I have been participating in the urban movement that grew out of the Lee
Tung Street movement in the 2000s which challenge the existing top-down
redevelopment model mainly by URA. It is during this period that I became
familiarised with the issue of state-led urban redevelopment in Hong Kong, the
practices of evictions by private landlords or state institutions and the experience of
lower-class residents who continues to live through these processes. This stage of
engagement reached a climax in 2014 when I participated in direct anti-eviction action
in Sham Shui Po.

The URA was planning to evict the last resident, a long-time owner-occupier, from the
Hai Tai Street project.9 The evictee was given an ultimatum to move out the night
before the planned eviction was due to happen, and activists were mobilised and

prepared to stop the action. The eviction represented a clear confrontation between the
right to stay put for community and the financial interest of urban redevelopment; a
luxury residential complex was to be constructed in this project. For activists and

residents, it was also an uneven struggle between disadvantaged lower class citizens
and system of dispossession which could mobilise legal means (land resumption

9

See report from Inmedia.

https://www.inmediahk.net/239
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ordinance) and enormous resources (employed eviction squads and use their own
media to discredit residents who refused to leave) to increase the cost of staying put.

As we sat in the house for the last night and prepared ourselves for the coming
eviction action, I witnessed how eviction and displacement were traumatising the
staying family. Along the stairs leading up to the house, the family wrote in red about
how the eviction will leave them homeless and lament the suffering URA inflicted on
them. One line stood out 'Sham Shui Po is my home, (I demand) same area relocation.
A house for a house, give me back my livelihood.'
(深水埗是我家，原區安置，樓換樓，還我生活)

The injustice of urban redevelopment not only came with the fact that the family would
be left without a physical space to live. The act of eviction would result in the loss of
'home': a place of attachment and familiarity; a place where they were to think they
would spend the rest of their life. Home is a powerful discourse that enables the
resistance to be organised and sustained. The attachment of having a home here partly
play a symbolic role that empowered the family to withstand the enormous pressure
from public authority and to stay until the last moment. On the other hand, it is also
the powerful discourse of 'home' that rally the movement and mobilise support among
the public.
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Figure 5 Inside the evictee's home in Hoi Tan Street redevelopment project.

The incident ended when a confrontation between the family and the representative of

URA at the door, who threatened to initiate eviction if there were to be no deal, reached
a final settlement that included temporary relocation and monetary compensation.
Throughout the incident, URA emphasised that these evictions were only carried out

at last resort and that most residents were willing to leave their houses. The staying put
residents are often being represented as greedy and unreasonable. They are the very
few who defy the norm under the vision of urban renewal where residents could benefit

from the upgrading of living space and neighbourhood. Following this line of thinking,
there was no displacement for other residents.

The research was formulated out of the reflection from these experiences. In particular,
I reflected upon one of the central political premises of anti-eviction movement: Urban
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renewal is problematic because it contradicts the existential right of staying put,
destroying the 'dwelling' of original residents. The power of movement comes partly
with the power of mobilising the notion of preserving and defending a spatial and
symbolic 'home'. This stage of urban movement in the 2000s successfully mobilised
the discourse of 'home', changing from the normalised discourse of earlier housing
movement that centred on the redistributive right (relocation and compensation) to the
discourse of democratic participation of urban planning and the preservation of place.
(Huang, 2015) However, the notion of home has its limitation so as place-based
politics. It is dangerous if we adopt a static notion of home in the movement because
it could potentially exclude more residents from the anti-eviction movement. One that
does not echo a particular notion of 'stay-put', or that their homes are stable and have
developed a strong sense of belonging to the place in longevity. Certain dwelling and
sense of place were placed in a more privileged position. Therefore, as an activist
embedded within the anti-displacement movement in Hong Kong, I began to think
there is a need to understand how precarious tenants, migrants, short-term residents
experience displacement. This research commits to fill the gap in understanding the
urban contestation that centre on the notion of 'place' in the context of robust urban

development and provide critical knowledge for future movement.

Searching for 'displacement' in To Kwa Wan

The search for a multiplicity of 'displacement' experience dominates my research
process from the very beginning as I entered a new seemingly familiar fieldwork site,

To Kwa Wan. Soon I realised the way I raised the questions to my participants
concerning their symbolic and material attachment to their rented house(s) place a limit
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to how much I can articulate their experience.

At first, I approach the tenants through

the lens of 'loss' and 'insecurity' where I set out asking them to describe the 'negative'
experience associated with housing and moving. As I was doing so, many participants
were at first feeling puzzled about my questions. However, many of them soon
'adapted' and told me how insecure and unhomely they felt living in their current rented
house and that many would want to or at least expected to move on in the future. While
these testimonies speak of my informants' experience of living under such precarious
conditions were derived from an unsecured rental market or a differentiated citizenship
regime, they could easily pathologise an idea of home, where tenants’ lives are nothing
but lacking the capacity of having a 'home', thereby naturalising the detrimental
relationship under certain spatial-political arrangement around housing and
movement. In such a way, especially as I might be perceived as a housing right activist,
my informants could emphasis the aspect of (self-)victimisation in order to produce an
acceptable victim subject. As Mora (2017) points out in her research on the indigenous
women from the Zapatista communities in Chiapas, the testimony of her research
participants in Chiapas

'[Their testimonies] do not exist in a vacuum of power that is outside of
interpretive processes and institutional practices; rather, they are restricted by
discursive frameworks. Perhaps the predominant framework in conflict zones,

where denunciations of human rights violations form a key part of measures to
confront the repressive state apparatus, is that of the 'victim-subject' (Mora,
2017, p.67)

90

However, in the prevalent discourse of the URA, the victimisation of residents serves
as the justification for urban redevelopment and 'displacement'. On top of that, these
representations of the migrant-tenants' not having a home reinforce the view that
mobile subjects, migrant or precarious tenants, have "no place" in the process of
redevelopment, which further delegitimise their claim of being "displaced' and the
right to stay put.

A long-standing debate about a critical approach of doing ethnography, one that
absorbs the elements from the post-colonial studies, highlighted the problem of
reproducing an imbalance power-relation between researcher and the researched
during the studying process which renders the later as merely passive informants. One
of its emphasis is placed upon the task to reinvent the researching process as a
collaborative and collective one that invite the participants as partners who share the
research questions, designs and the analysis. These early encounters inform and add
up to the adjustment towards my research methods which shifted to a 'relational' and
'processual' understanding of 'place' and 'home'.

While some of them know me as a housing right activist, I introduced myself to my
informants as a student interested in their life stories. But in many occasions, I am
grateful for their trust beyond the relationship of 'interviewer and informant' as I was

treated as one with whom they wanted to share their joys and sorrows. For many times
I shifted between the role of a researcher and activist when they asked for information
and seek assistance when they came across landlords' eviction or even intimidations.

They sometimes consulted me about the tactics and strategies to negotiate with the
URA officials and immigration officers. I still remember one moment when one of my
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informants asked for my opinion as the immigration department notified him that his
asylum claim was rejected and would be deported immediately. I consider these
moments as a vivid challenge to my role as an 'objective' researcher who is an onlooker
to something unfolding in front of me and has the privileges of going into the field and
disconnecting oneself from it as I wish. This proximity with my informants, the
overlapping journey of knowledge production as a researcher and an activist that carry
the political commitment and solidarity towards the struggle against the condition one
has witnessed in the field, do not represent the impossibility of being 'objectivity' or
maintaining distance required as a 'participant-observer' so that analysis could be
possible. It is, as Mora (2017) put it, 'a committed research produced through its
tensions and contradictions, and through recognition that the production of knowledge
shifts how all participating actors understand themselves within broader (racialised)
fields of power, as a necessary precursor to the unsettling of (neo)colonial ties.' (Mora,
2017)

Here I echo Mora's terming of 'fieldwork' as 'home-work' where the researcher
'establishes social and political relations in such a way that researchers do not extract

information to then process it in another location but rather maintain commitments
with actors and their social movements and therefore experience the consequences of
their actions'. (Mora, 2017)
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Chapter 3: Managing Housing Precarity
State (non-)intervention and the production of time-space of displacement

During the public announcement of the 2019 policy address, the Chief Executive of
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region declared that housing is the ‘toughest
livelihood’ in Hong Kong today and the government has a role in bringing social
harmony and stability through intervention. This statement indicated that in Hong
Kong the increasing housing crisis encompassed with the rising housing cost and
rent had become an important social issue that leads to the widespread ‘public
grievances’ (HKSAR government, 2019). However, this realisation has not
translated to major adjustment to the current housing strategy where the government
renewed its commitment for building more for homeownership and reduced
restriction on property mortgage as ways to alleviate the housing crisis. Their
solutions are based on their analysis that the housing crisis is a temporary derailing
of the housing market which can be solved by market self-adjustment on demands
and supply and increasing people’s ability to take out more loans. (HKSAR
government, 2019)

Are there specificities to the housing crisis and the growing housing precarity in

Hong Kong? In many developed countries, housing cost and rent level have
skyrocketed since the financial crisis in 2008. Since then, flexible and predatory
capitals have been investing in property markets in cities in search for speculative

opportunities in asset value and rent profit and by doing so ‘reinvigorate’ rather than
undermining the neoliberalisation process. (Aalbers, 2016)(Forrest & Hirayama,
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2015). The asset and income gap between property owners and those who do not
own properties have been drastically widened in the previous decades. The former
can exert higher financial return from their assets, and the latter have to endure
rising housing cost and income stagnation. As some scholars (Forrest & Hirayama,
2015)(Finnerty & O’Connell, 2017)(Mckee et al., 2017) have pointed out, despite
the continuing promise from governments to increase affordability by building
more homes, more people are now turning to the private rental market to search for
accommodation. And, the private rental sector is increasingly subjected to further
financialisation and commodification of housing. This development, as Forrest &
Hirayama (2015) suggest, is driven by three interconnected processes: First,
substantial corporate investment in the bargain-basement, repossessed homes;
Second, Growing demand from younger and poorer households for private renting
in the absence of affordable or available alternatives. Third, the growth of smaller
investors seeking safer havens than stock markets or pension funds for their savings,
often encouraged by supportive government policies and specially tailored financial
products. This phenomenon, which is often described as ‘generation rent’,(Mckee
et al., 2017) signals a failure of an earlier social project of building homeownership

as over the last decades to maintain social stability and cohesion and new studies
are required to understand the growing housing precarity, insecurity, uncertainty
and vulnerability experienced by tenants in relation to their home in the post-crisis

era across the globe. (Hoolachan et al., 2017)(McKee et al., 2019)(Mckee et al.,
2017)

The situation of ‘generational rent’ and the housing precarity for tenants suggests
that the housing ‘crisis’, which constantly appear in the popular and governmental
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discourse, is not specific to Hong Kong. While Hong Kong represents one of the
major cases to understand the condition of unaffordable housing and its
implications to the lives of city dwellers because it is among the most unaffordable
cities to rent in the world, the situation in Hong Kong requires some careful studies
as to understand the interplay between the interests of private capital and the state
in producing/managing precarious housing.

The eviction condition of private housing tenants in Hong Kong remains a less
discussed topic within governmental policy and scholarly research (La Grange &
Pretorius, 2002). At first glance, private housing tenants in Hong Kong are facing
similar kind of housing precarity that many of their counterparts in other cities are
facing: higher rent level and vulnerability to eviction. According to government
data (Rating and Valuation Department, 2019), monthly average rental for 40 m2
apartments in Kowloon have risen from $173 m2 in 1999 to $357 m2 in 2018, with
a 206% increase rate. The median rent to income ratios for private residential flats
has increased from 25% in 2006 to 30.7% % in 2016. And such data could not
reflect the full picture of rent increase because the subdivided flats, in which most

lower-class tenants live, is not covered by official statistics. Without any legal right
to resist eviction, tenants are also becoming more mobile. It is reflected upon their
decreasing average time of staying in a flat and their increasing frequencies of

moving. This issue is more severe for residents of subdivided flats that are
commonly found in the redevelopment area. According to a report by an NGO
(Hong Kong Society for Community Organization, 2015) in 2015, out of 101

subdivided flats households, 97% had moved at least once in the last three years.
17% of the interviewed household had moved for more than three times within
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period. A subsequently government city-wide census on persons living in
subdivided housing released in 2015 also echoed a similar phenomenon. Among
the 85,500 interviewed households, 60.3% of them had moved at least once in the
last three years, and 10 % had moved for more than three times.

Despite this, the private rental housing sector remains relatively small compared to
countries such as the Nederland, Ireland and Germany and even the US. (Lau &
Murie, 2017) This is the result of a relatively large public rental housing sector in
Hong Kong and a historical, social project of building and encouraging
homeownership since the 1980s. According to the latest governmental statistic in
2019 (Rating and Valuation Department, 2019), roughly 49% of households are now
living in owner-occupiers’ housing. These housings include both state-subsided
home purchase programme and private housing. Within the rest of 51%, roughly
31% are staying in public rental housing, and approximately 15% are renting in the
private housing sector.

Despite the small scale of the private housing sector, there

is a concentration both higher-income private tenants which include the mobile
expatriate community in Hong Kong and an impoverished underclass of those who

have no access or are on the waiting list to public housing. (Lau & Murie, 2017)

The larger sector of public rental housing, which is seen by many tenants as the site

which offers higher stability and lower rent and seemingly an exception of
neoliberalisation through state intervention in the rental housing sector, continues
to house a large proportion of the city’s lower-income population and remain

resilient as government policy on housing, despite strong pressure to privatisation
and reduction in the last decades. (Forrest & Yip, 2014) The development of the
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dualistic rental sector: private and public rental sector and their stratified level of
housing precarity, allows the government to manage and create differential
inclusion and exception to housing precarity brought by commodification and
financialisation of housing and as such produce variation in how people perceive
displacement. In this chapter, I will briefly describe the development of a binary
rental housing sector in Hong Kong. The private sector is marked by the
‘evictability’(van Baar, 2017) of tenants and the public sector is characterised by
conditional entitlement defined by citizenship and population management regime.
(Erni, 2016) This dualistic nature of the rental housing sector has strong
implications for the condition of housing precarity in Hong Kong. Despite the
restrictions in place to enter the public rental housing scheme, it remains a potential
hope for tenants to shift from the more precarious private rental sector to the public
one. private rental sector to the public one.

The making of private rental housing precarity

From a Marxist political, economic framework, the relationship between landlords
and tenants is antagonistic in nature. This tension comes with their relations to
property ownership, which intrinsically lead to the conflict between the ‘use value’
and the ‘exchange value’ of space. (Byrne, 2019) Income (rent) derived from

properties for landlords is generated through housing being an immobile asset and
at the same time being a home for tenants who are doing the work of maintaining
and developing a place. In the word of Byrne (2019), the value generated through

rent is not ‘based on any investment or labour, but solely from ownership of a scarce
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asset. it does not arise through the production of value but rather through its
appropriation - value grabbing – via monopoly ownership.’ (Byrne, 2019, p.12)

However, there are contextual differences as to how particular society set to arrange
these antagonistic relations. Whether landlords would be able to have more power
to exert rent from tenants, or that the latter would have more right to retain the use
value of the house. One line of inquiry is to understand the specific institutional,
legal and social setting that distribute or restrict landlords’ significant form of social
power over the tenant’s life.

In the context of unchecked rental increase that we are witnessing in today’s Hong
Kong, it would be surprising to know that rental control, which essentially limited
the range of rent increase for landlords, and security of tenancy, a measure which
prevented landlords’ eviction, were once put in place in Hong Kong. The retraction
of both legal rights represents a significant shift of government policy and ideology
from securing housing right of lower-class tenants partially to safeguarding the
interest of property ownership. (Huang, 2017) This had significant implication to

the life of tenants in Hong Kong: the marginalisation of tenants and even more
uncertainty and vulnerability when facing landlord’s demands for contract
termination and rent raise. The history of rent control and security of tenancy in

Hong Kong dated back to the early 20th century. It was first introduced as a
response to the rapid increase of rent for private housing due to sudden increase of
refugee population to Hong Kong, which put huge pressure on the existing housing

capacity of the city.
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In June 1921, the colonial government began to discuss the first rent control in Hong
Kong, modelling after similar laws in the United Kingdom and Singapore. The
Attorney General, during the legislative council meeting, stated that the reasons for
imposing rent control came with a surge of rental, which was the result of ‘a present
shortage of housing accommodation, the influx of strangers….and the situation
created by these two causes have been aggravated and made intolerable by two
subsidiary factors―one, the speculation in house property, which tends to drive up
rents all the time, and, secondly, the greed of certain landlords.’ (Legislative
Council of Hong Kong, 1921) Despite the criticism from certain representatives
who are speaking for the interest of the propertied class within the legislative
council, who argued that rental control would disrupt the confidences of property
owners, investors and ‘destroys the sanctity of contract, and which is retrospective,
will destroy that very confidence on which all trade and all investment is based’
(Legislative Council of Hong Kong, 1921), The rent control bill was passed and
enacted in October 1921. This early chapter of the history of rent control in Hong
Kong is a huge contrast to the pro-businesses stand that currently government have
adopted in promoting the interest of landlords. However, it would be misleading to

frame the act of imposing rent control as a benevolent move in line with good
colonial governance. The colonial government received significance and substantial
public pressure during the period of the rental surge. (Lam, 2004) In 1921, a petition

on behalf of tenants of Hong Kong which was signed by 10,142 persons, by chop,
and 326 by signature, one by Chinese Chambers of Commerce on behalf of 70,400
member bodies representing a minimal 136,000 people in the colony and one from

103 guilds of masters and workers, representing 79,800 men in support of rent
control were subjected to the governor and legislative council. (Legislative Council
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of Hong Kong, 1921) Likewise, the security of tenancy was enacted in a separate
bill in 1938 as a response to refugees fleeing from China.

After the Second World War, the issue around rental stabilisation and security of
tenancy remained a focal point for public mobilisation and political participation.
This phenomenon suggested that a total withdrawal of governmental intervention
in the regulation of landlords’ power over their properties had not become a
consensus among the public. According to Lam (2004), a prolonged campaign of
opposing deregulation of rent control since the early 1950s had successfully
deterred the government’s plan to withdraw rent control in that era and successfully
forced the government to restrict rental increase for the pre-war domestic properties
until 1976.

However, it should be noted that rent control and security of tenancy did not give
full protection for tenants from eviction and rent raise. Some scholars (DrakakisSmith, 1979) observed that landlords continued to find ways to evade and bypass
rental control, for example, by asking for additional payment, such as key money,

down-payment outside of regulated rent and contract, before tenants move in the
premises. The government made exceptions in the law restrictions throughout the
period in different versions of rental control and security of tenancy installed since

1921. Newly constructed buildings were often exempted from rental control as it
was considered that increasing housing supply through urban development would
be the best practice to drive down rental rate. (Drakakis-Smith, 1979) Landlords

were often allowed to evict their tenants if they were redeveloping their buildings,
even as security of tenure was guaranteed in the law. Between 1962-1965, more
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than 320 000 people were evicted as their pre-war residences were redeveloped.
(Drakakis-Smith, 1979)

A restriction on the rent increase had gradually replaced rent control based on rental
level. (see table 3) Additionally, the colonial government had considered these legal
protections as an ad hoc and responsive measures, and they would be abolished
once the rental level was deceased to an ‘acceptable’ level in the eye of the colonial
government. (Huang, 2017) These measures were also applied differently in the
private housing market. Rental increase rate and security of tenure often applied in
a range of buildings (for different tiers of domestic premises divided by the building
time from the pre-war and post-war period), and exceptions to protection were also
common to encourage investment in the property market, for rent profit and
redevelopment.

Despite the limitation of implanting existing rent control and security of tenure,
these forms of government intervention were often cited as the symbol of
infringement to the operation of a free market. They were subjected to numerous

criticism from representatives and interest groups of the land developers, businesses
and liberal economists. (Huang, 2007) Since the 1960s, there were more negative
depiction of rent control and demand for more protection for the propertied in the

public. The attack toward rental control began to circulate in mass media. It was
portraited as an unpopular measure that would hinder economic development and
social mobility. (Huang, 2017) In 1983, A commission to review the existing rental

control and security of tenancy was set up by the government with the aim to
deregulate the private rental market. The final report of the commission (Committee
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of Review Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) Ordinance, 1981) concluded that
rental control would have to be phase out in Hong Kong because there was an
abundant supply of housing and government would reiterate a pro-market position
with regard to the regulation of the private housing market. The report, however,
suggested that although public housing was able to provide a security net for private
tenants, security of tenants could remain in place after the removal of rent control.
In 1998, rental control was officially abolished in Hong Kong.

The changing position and discourse of government in the matter of deregulations
came alongside a rapid development of private property market and rise of
homeownership rate (as a governmental strategic focus since the 1970s) in the
1980s. Smart & Lee (2003) noted that households are more inclined to buy a
property than to rent as the rental and housing price index converged in the 1980s.
This means that financially, renting is no longer an attractive option. Owning
property also allowed higher capital gains, which could provide substantial returns
beyond average wages for workers, investing in the property market a financially
attractive option. (Smart & Lee, 2003)

Rapid financialisation since the 1980s saw the housing market being incorporated
into the larger economic fabric of the restructuring of the economy from industrial

development to service industries. It was pointed out that the 1990 inflation in the
housing market was a result of a combination of factors including governmental
policies on homeownership, expectations of future economic growth and more

importantly massive inflows of foreign investment from mainland China and
Southeast Asia. (Smart & Lee, 2003) It created a condition where, ‘government, the
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business sector and individual households have all tended to treat buying and selling
real estate as part of their investment activity. - a key driving force in the
economy.’(Smart & Lee, 2003) In 1998, under the short discussion of the temporary
legislative council, rent control as a form of rent stabilisation was legally abolished
while the security of tenure remained in place.

In 2004, after years of economic stagnation from the effect of the Asian financial
crisis and the impact of SARS. The government proposed a series of policy reform
that aims at stimulating economic activity in the market. One of the pivotal policy
reforms had been one that targeted the stagnated property market. This reinsertion
of commodification and privatisation of housing as a government’s strategy focus,
one that gradually developed since the 1980s, can be seen in the statement to
legislative council given by the head of Housing, Planning and Lands Bureau,
Michael Suen Ming-Yeung (Housing, Planning and Lands Bureau, 2002). He stated
that the property market had a central position in the Hong Kong economy, and for
many citizens, housing was a tool for storing wealth. Property development was
closely connected with economic development and well-being of the city’s

populace and therefore ‘to revive the economy pledged by deflation’, the CE of
Hong Kong had instructed a review of government’s housing policy, to revive faith
towards property markets. Removal of tenancy protection would ‘allow private

rental market to resume free operation, giving property owner flexibility and greater
autonomy, reducing the difficulty of eviction and changing tenants.’

this will

‘activate private rental market and attract investors,’. (Housing, Planning and Lands

Bureau, 2002)
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Table 3 Major rent control and security of tenancy legislation in Hong Kong

Name

Enactment
Duration

Brief description of the content
Froze rent at 1920 level and restricted
conditions to evict tenants for both
domestic and commercial properties.

Rental ordinance

1921 - 1926

Prevention of eviction
ordinance

1938 - 1941

Landlord and tenant ordinance

1947 - 1973

Exceptions were made for
redevelopment, and rent level of newly
constructed buildings was excluded
from the law.

Restricted conditions for the
resumption of property by landlords

Froze rent for pre-war building at
standard rent (rent level in 1941). Rent
increased were only permitted for
refurbishing purpose. Amendment later
allowed restricted rent increase level
from standard rent and excluded
business rental contract with a fixed
duration of more than five years.
Guaranteed s security of tenure for
existing tenants in pre-war buildings by
restricting conditions of evicting and
termination of a contract.

Tenancy (prolonged duration)
ordinance

Tenancy (notice of
termination) ordinance

Rent increases (domestic
premises) control ordinance

1952 - 1973

1962 - 1973

1963 - 1966
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Forbid eviction of existing tenants in
post-war buildings for three years. A
tenant who had paid key or
construction money to obtain the
tenancy was included in the protection.
Later restriction was extended to five
years in 1963.
Six months notices were to be given
for tenants in case of contract
termination.

Restricted rent increase level to 10% in
two years in existing contracts in postwar buildings. Guaranteed two years of
security of tenancy for regulated
tenancy.

Restricted rent increase level to 15% in
two years for existing contracts.
Rent increases (domestic
premises) control ordinance

Domestic Premises (Tenure
and Rent) (Temporary
Provisions) ordinance

1970 - 1973

1973 - 1973

Exceptions were made for contracts
enacted after 1970, buildings
constructed after 1970 and property
with higher rental value.
Temporal freezing of rent and provided
security of tenure for six months for
tenants in post-war buildings who are
outside the scope of previous
legislation.

A law that integrated existing
legislation.

Landlord and tenant
(consolidation) ordinance

1973 - 1980

Extended rent control to all post-war
buildings. Rent increase was regulated
to a biennial rental increase of premises
having a rateable value of HK$30,000
or less to a ceiling of 21%. Guaranteed
security of tenure. The newly
constructed buildings were exempted
from rent control for three years.
Amendment in 1975 and 1976
deregulated certain properties and
permitted high rent increase rates, such
as those leased out after 1975 and
properties owned by government and
institutions.

In 1980, it extended the 21% biennial
cap to all post-war domestic premises.
Reaffirmed security of tenure and
increased minimal contract termination
notice period from 6 months to 12
months.
Landlord and tenant
(consolidation)(amendment)
ordinance

In 1992, government and legislative
council decided to phase out all rent
controls by the end of 1994, but the
deadline was push back to 1996.

1980 -

In 1998, Rent control was removed,
and in 2004, the security of tenure was
removed.
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In tandem with the deregulation of the private rental market, the image of a rouge
tenant had begun to circulate in public discourse which highlighted the
misbehaviour of tenants and magnify the suffering of landlords. For example, In the
editorial of Mingpao, a prominent local Chinese newspaper, on 29-6-2004 titled
‘The corrupted sense of justice to rob the middle class and assist the grassroots’ (劫
中 產 濟 草 根 的 歪 風 ), it described the security of tenancy as ‘welfarism that
disregard private property right’ (罔顧私有產權的福利主義) and it is ‘a series of
rigid regulations that induce the prevalence of rogue tenants that violate the rights
of landlord.’ (今日租管條例的種種僵化規定，變成了縱容「租霸」橫行的幫兇，
使業主的合理權益備受剝削。) On a news report by oriental daily news on 2812-2004, it reported that a ‘rogue tenants’ was behind a suspected arson case in
Hong Kong. A tenant who did not pay rent was hard to evict by her landlord, and
when she was to be evicted, a fire started. The reported ended with a commentary
by a property owner organisation in which they complained that the new
amendment of the law might have speeded up eviction. Still, it did not deter ‘rogue
tenants’ and police did not step in to protect landlords, allowing ‘rogue tenants’ to
breed.

While other types of stigmatisation of staying put tenants can be seen, such as those
that represented certain tenants who ‘would not move even when they owe rent’,
‘destroyed house, after being evicted by landlords’. The major thread of a ‘rogue
tenant’ was that they were highly immobile tenants. Tenancy protection limited the
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power of landlords to eviction except for a number of conditions such as
redevelopment and retrieving the property for their own use. Otherwise, landlords
could not evict tenants if they were willing to pay existing market rent. The
prevalence discourse of ‘rogue tenants’ was slowly being adopted in the speeches
by major political parties in Hong Kong, regardless of which camps, progovernment or opposition, they were in.

As Huang (2017) put it, the further

marginalisation of tenants shows that the conceptualisation of ‘right’ discourse has
shifted and leans toward an emphasis on property right rather than tenants’ right to
housing. Amendment of Landlord and Tenant (Consolidation) (Amendment)
Ordinance, the current version of rental law, took effect on 9 July 2004, where all
protections of tenancy ceased to exist in Hong Kong. Under current law, landlords
would be able to evict with at least one-month prior notice, without having to
specify the reasons for evictions. Rent increase level is unregulated and determined
by the mere negotiation between the landlord, property agent and tenants.

The process of deregulating private tenancy was an intended process of “rolling
back”(Peck & Tickell, 2002) existing governmental interventions which create

space for further financialisation of housing and a developmentalist agenda for the
Hong Kong government. Using the word of the former head of development bureau,
the neoliberal turn in government role in the private rental market is that, ‘the

government should not compete with the private property market. A clear, holistic
and determined housing policy is a starting point to rebuild trust towards the
property market from city residents. Only by doing this, the property market can be

well and healthy and add energy to the economic development of Hong Kong.’
(Housing, Planning and Lands Bureau, 2002). The outcome of this process is a
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rental regime which encompasses not only the practice of organising and governing
rental housing but also a set of social relationships around rental that reaffirmed the
unbalance power-relations of landlords over tenants.

One of the central features of the current rental regime is, to borrow a phrase from Van
Baar(2014), to maintain the ‘evictibility’ 10 of tenants from their accommodations.
Tenants’ right to be able to control their movement, either to stay put or move out, is
transferred from the hand of the tenants to the control of market forces and their agents.

As the discussion of the deregulation of rent control and security of tenancy in the
2000s have shown, the deregulation on eviction seek not to maintain the clear
separation of a ‘rightful’ tenants and a ‘rogue tenants’, The divisions between one that
needs to be removed and one that is allowed to retain the right to stay is deliberately
blurred if not entirely omitted. Instead, the reform of rental law emphasis on the
possibility of removing tenants from their sheltering place based upon the ‘othering’
of tenants who are not by the act of staying put itself, but the potential of staying put
that the rental regime seeks to eliminate. This creates a condition of precarity for

tenants, whose are not possible to take control of their movement without considering
the role and intervention of landlords, developers and government, exposing them to
a greater state of increasing insecurity, uncertainty and unpredictability for housing.

10Baar

(2014) builds upon the notion of ‘deportability’ by DeGenova where it describes the logic of
explosion and exclusion of non-citizen from the national space and argues that these processes of
removal occur within the national space where a section of the population, be it citizen and noncitizen are both subject to potential removal from its sheltering space under neoliberal and racialised
logic. The condition of tenants in Hong Kong demonstrated how they are now being considered as
potential ‘threat’ to the normal order of the property market and hence have their right to housing
revoked for the right of propertied.
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Additional to the rising rental and eviction, there is currently no legal restriction on the
internal condition of the rental housing. Except for structural integration of the
buildings and fire escape corridor, landlords can modify the interior the apartment as
they wish. The result of which is that more landlords would convert their apartment
into smaller rooms to maximise their profit. Commonly referred to as the ‘subdivided
housing’, these rooms contain separate kitchen and toilet, sometimes with both located
in one single room. Currently, legislation on rent has not designated any party within
a rental relation to carry out the duty for the maintenance of the rented properties.

With the absence of these protections, the task of maintaining the house is dependent
on the negotiation between landlords and tenants, and there is no mechanism by which
tenants could seek any institutional and legal intervention to force landlords to perform
maintenance duty. The prospect of urban redevelopment also discourages private
landlords in older city districts to invest in the maintenance of their houses. The result
of such an absence in the rental legislation leads to deterioration of housing condition
that many tenants, especially those who stay in older city districts, have to endure.

What I have described is a brief description of the history of private rental precarity
since the 1980s. All in all, tracing this history of deregulating rent control allows us to
contextualise the experience of rental precarity that many of the tenants I have
encountered are enduring. This provides a context for us to understand how politicaleconomic and legal structure in the private rental market inform migrant-tenants’
practices, feeling, attachment to place and sense of belonging as this settled in the
space of displacement. Such background of a rental regime where it structurally
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prioritises property right of landlords over tenants also allow us to understand the
disempowerment of tenants in their relations with landlords. Second, because
‘immobile tenants’ are being stigmatised, the deregulation of rental control contributes
to the marginalisation of tenants. The image of a ‘rogue tenant’ looms in the discussion
I have with my research participants, who constantly embodied a state of ‘readiness to
move’.

Public rental housing as exceptions to housing precarity

Contradicting to government’s long-held claim that it would remain a small government

and let the market (or corporations) to dominate the social life and economy of the
city, public housing rental program In Hong Kong was historically massive by
international standard and is currently still houses significant proportion of the city
population. The development of public housing provision in Hong Kong can be seen
as a way by which government create exceptions to volatile and precarious private
rental housing and in itself public rental housing has been a form of decommodified
housing. (La Grange & Pretorius, 2005) This is done by maintaining lower rental level,

rent increase cap and a de-facto extended rental contract for residents, against the
extremely precarious rental housing sector that was heavily deregulated. (Yung, 2008)

Historically, public rental housing became popular along with the expansion of social
citizenship after Second World War where governments in the US and Europe, partly
in response to increasing pressure from workers’ movement and Keynesian

developmental state theory, had begun to invest in social programmes such as housing,
education and medical care services. (Bengtsson, 2001) Some account of Hong Kong
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public housing and governmental promotional materials are following a familiar line
of narrative and suggested that this massive public investment project is a
modernisation project of a benevolent state. (Forrest & Yip, 2014) By relocating lowincome residents from the private rental sector and the squatter’s area, public housing
was a vital housing sector In Hong Kong, especially during the influx of Chinese
refugee after 1949, which helped to improve the overall well-being and living standard
of the city’s population. This theory, however, was refuted by scholars who emphasise
that there are other political and economic concerns under colonialist and post-colonial
governance that lead to the creation of state subsided rental housing in Hong Kong.
These concerns included maintaining public stability during large scale
redevelopments and squatter clearance projects in the 1950s onwards (Smart, 2006),
creating extra land for land development and land revenue (Drakakis-Smith, 1979),
making “colonial hygienic citizens” (Ip, 2004) and subsiding labour cost in the boom
for labour-intensive industrial development. (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) These
preceptive are important as they historicise the social and political aspect of public
housing in Hong Kong and explain why these programs were linked to significant
questions about urban governance. They also point out why the access to public

housing had been historically stratified according to how the state defined whose
housing precarity they wanted to compensate and who could be considered as worthy
for such treatment.

The position of colonial urban governance, their approach to urban planning and
government’s intervention in housing provision in early colonial period can be

described as laissez-faire or merely a ‘general neglect’ (Smart, 2006), except
intervention primarily on addressing concern over city’s infrastructure or hygiene
111

‘problem’. (Ip, 2004) Most notably, during the warlord period after the revolution of
1911, there were no public housing ever constructed to house the new wave of refugees
from China. Most of them resorted to renting places in already existing private housing
and create periodic housing shortage and rent increase. The prevailing view among
government official towards refugees was that they would only stay temporally in
Hong Kong and would move back once the situation in China had been stabilised.
(Smart, 2006) The problem of housing condition of the Chinese population, as a
subject of urban governance and a challenge of maintaining socio-political stability in
the colony, remained in the agenda of the colonial government throughout the early
20th century. (Smart, 2006)

Public rental housing was first established in Hong Kong after the Second World War
as a form of resettlement housing from squatter constructed by first charity group such
as housing society and then later by the government-sanctioned housing authority.
(Yung, 2008) These early types of public housing were used to resettle residents who
had been cleared out because of fire hazard or government demolition programs and
provided basic housing conditions (with shared kitchen and toilet) with a minimal rent.

It represented a significant shift in the colonial government’s strategies on handing
housing precarity.

The geopolitical situation of Hong Kong under the Cold War added to the volatility
and vulnerability of the political situation in the colony. In China, the civil war between
Nationalists and Communists rekindled in the immediate aftermath of the Second

World War which partly ended with the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China by the Communist Party in 1949. As Hong Kong is situated be the border of
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communist China, there was constant worry of the imminent taking over of the colony
by force as the colonial government and British government acknowledged that Hong
Kong would be indefensible militarily. (Smart, 2006) Maintaining political stability of
the colony by avoiding and stopping civil disturbance, the spread of communists and
nationalist’s influence became one of colonial government’s concerns on their policymaking process. A huge influx of refugees to Hong Kong between the late 40s and
early 50s added much pressure to the already fragile housing situation in Hong Kong
which had not been recovered from the damage sustained during the war and required
response from the colonial government. Meanwhile, the population had reached
approximately two million in 1950. (Smart, 2006)

The mission of housing these incoming populations were accomplished by existing
private rental housing sector or squatting on vacant government land initially. In the
former, tenants were facing a slum-like situation where they had to endure high rents
due to extra-legal charges by landlords such as key-money, as much as issues of
overcrowding, inadequate facilities and vulnerability to fires. (Drakakis-Smith, 1979),
The rapid growth of squatting could be seen throughout most of the urban areas,

occupying space on roof-tops, in ruined house and on unoccupied land. By the end of
1949, the number of squatters had risen to 300,000 from an estimated 45,340 in June
1949. (Drakakis-Smith, 1979) According to Ip (2006), under official documents,

squatters were seen as urban problems that pose a serious danger to the wider
population through creating potential public health problem, fires, becoming a hotbed
for crime and threat to the defensive plans of the colony. Hence, squatters were

subjected to the government’s control, containment and removal if condition allowed.
(Ip, 2006) The vacant land after clearance of squatters were also spaces for further
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urban redevelopment that could potentially bring revenue. (Drakakis-Smith, 1979)
This suggested that responses from the colonial government toward the housing crisis
in the late 40s and early 50s was not a total rupture to the pre-existing framework of
colonial urban governance, where tenants’ population were considered a threat to the
city. (Smart, 2006)

The government initially declined to intervene directly in the housing situation.
Instead, it encouraged and assisted new pilot projects that experimenting with a new
type of housing for lower-class. These housings were examples that would be extended
to cover more families from the squatter area. Hong Kong housing society and the
Hong Kong Model Housing Society developed two cheap housing projects in North
Point and Sheung Li Uk in 1952, which were only in slightly better condition
compared to slum and squatters. In the report of the Housing Society, it documents
that ‘only barrack type accommodation with communal kitchens and lavatories were

constructed… the rent was to be kept down to $30 or $35 per month.’(Smart, 2006).
After the fire of Shek Kip Mei in 1953 where thousands of families were displaced
overnight, the government began to adopt a more active role in providing resettlement

housing for squatter residents. (Smart, 2006). The resettlement department was set up
to oversee the construction of low-cost housing for relocating squatters, which later
developed into public housing for the lower-class population.

As many scholars reiterate (Drakakis-Smith, 1979)(Smart 2008)(Ip, 2006), the
resettlement programme was not an attempt for the government to improve the overall

living condition of low-income tenants in Hong Kong as these resettlement housings
were prioritised for rehousing squatter residents, regardless of their residency status
114

and income level. Residents living in similar sub-standard conditions in the private
rental sector were mostly left out of the programme. (Smart 2008) The chance to be
relocated to these ad-hoc public housing provisions were not seen as rights for
squatters being evicted by government or those who rendered homeless because of
natural hazard. As Castells & Kwok (1990) put it, ‘The Hong Kong government retained
the juridical power to evict the occupant of tolerated structure without any
compensation or offer of rehousing - a threat which could be employed to ensure that
clearance programmes went as scheduled. Tolerated squatters were only rehoused at
the government’s pleasure and not as right.’ (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) Given
these limitations and various concern, these early post-war endeavours represented a
continuity of colonial urban governance that incorporated a combination of completing
interests towards social and political stability, revenue and sanitary into housing
strategies.

The expansion of public housing programme came with rapid industrialisation
occurred in the1960s, thanks to retreating industrial capital from China and Hong
Kong position as a cold war frontier. The refugee population were converted into the

supply of cheap labour that the labour-intensive industries required. The political
turmoil of 1966-67, which significantly reduced the authority and legitimacy of
colonial rule, prompted new concern over ways to maintain social and political

security in the colony. As such, the government started to reposition public housing
not as a temporal intervention for resettling evicted squatters but as a large-scale social
project of building partial citizenship in Hong Kong. In 1972, the new Governor, Sir
Murray MacLehose announced the Ten-Year Housing Programme and set out an ambitious
plan to provide affordable and decent housing to the city’s population. A plan was drafted to
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construction 35000 flats per year to house an estimated 1.3 million people by 1983. These flats
were also designed to have larger space (3.25 m2 per person). They were self-contained with
kitchen, bathroom, water and electricity supply per unit, which stood as a huge contrast to
earlier resettlement housings where these facilities would have to be shared with the whole
floor. (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) This ambitious plan, although being an apparent

attempt for the Hong Kong government to articulate subsided rental housing with a more
extended vision of social development and citizenship, was short-lived. The Ten-Year
Housing Programme failed to meet its target and could only build housing that met 50% of its
original target. Between 1967 to 1983, around 500,000 families had applied for public housing
and only 103,000 flats were allocated altogether because 250,000 applications were considered
as non-eligible. (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) While public housing was made available
for the family of three people or three unrelated elderly people or a married couple who were
residents of Hong Kong, various factors including family’s level of income, the family size
and the condition of existing housing of the applicants, determined the priority for the
allocation. (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) Many of the applicants were also disqualified as

their income level was deemed too high for the programme, although such criteria were not
officially announced. (Castells, Goh & Kwok, 1990) Public housing was not universal
social welfare as the access of it was strictly controlled for those who were considered worthy

of such security. (Yung, 2008)

Another sign of the significant shift of the position of public rental housing in
government housing policy came with the drive to boost homeownership since the late
1970s. In 1976, Homeownership Scheme (HOS), where the government provided
below-market rate for purchase housing for residents whom otherwise cannot afford
private housing in Hong Kong, was introduced. Ever since, such shift contributed to a
huge jump in the homeownership rate in Hong Kong since the 1970s, along with the
116

expansion of middle class during the industrial restructuring of Hong Kong from a
production powerhouse to a financial centre based on the service industry. (Smart &
Lee, 2003)

Under this context, the role of public rental housing was further relegated to merely a
safety net for the underprivileged rather than of universal secured housing for the
citizens. One of the major indications of such a strategic shift was the strengthening of
screening policy that placed heavier restrictions on the access to public housing for
residents. This was done by placing an income cap for the qualification of public
housing and added residency requirement for applicants of public housing. The
category of ‘permanent residents’, a status that is almost equivalent to a ‘citizen’ in
Hong Kong, was introduced by the government. To obtain such a status, a person needs
to stay in Hong Kong for consecutive seven years. Since the early 1980s, residential
status was included as part of the general assessment of access to public housing which
was essential a way to exclude recent migrants from this provision. (Yung, 2008) Up
until now, a household without half of the members being permeant residents and have
stayed in Hong Kong for consecutive seven years are not eligible for public housing,

even though they can be listed on the waiting list. According to Smart (2003), this
exclusion of non-citizens or not yet citizens was partly ‘a set of disincentives to
discourage immigration, as well as reflecting a belief that its provision should be

restricted to those who had already contributed to Hong Kong society, rather than
purely on the basis of need.’(Smart, 2003, p.227)

Another restriction on the accessibility of public housing is based on residents’ income
level. In 1998, the housing authority had imposed an Income and set means-testing
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scheme for all public housing appliances. Families were disqualified from public
housing once their income level and asset were deemed too much regardless of
whether they were tenants under urban redevelopment programme, squatter clearance
programme or normal applicants. (Yung, 2008) For existing households, their
qualifications are also being reviewed according to their income level. If they have
exceeded a certain amount of the income and asset level, these households will be
asked to pay higher rent or have to move out of public housing. Additionally, meanstesting was introduced for the inheritance of public housing tenancy for the next
generation within the household. These policies led to some degree of
‘residualisation’(Forrest & Yip, 2014) of public housing in Hong Kong where there is
a tendency for government to preserve public housing for lower-income groups and
socially underprivileged groups while a large part of the population has to rely on
renting a house in the private sector or become homeowners.

Similarly, while the powerful developmental state and its ability to mobilise resources
to reduce resistance to urban redevelopment projects through means of distributing
resources such as providing relocation housing, cash incentive in the form of

compensation and the opportunities to perform social mobility through moving up the
housing ladder or secured state housing, are often cited as the reason why
redevelopment-induced displacement produce various impacts to displaced residents

(Susnik & Ganesan, 1997)(Ley & Teo, 2014)(La Grange & Pretorius, 2016). It is
important to understand how the changing state-citizen relations, as in this case
manifested in the allocation of state housing provision, determine how these

mechanisms can operate and produce a different kind of spatial political dynamics.
(Doshi, 2013) In Hong Kong, since the establishment of Urban Renewal Authority in
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2001, this semi-public institution continues to operate with a strictly differentiated
scheme that excludes certain affected residents, mostly tenants, from relocation and
compensation programme based on criteria including income level and citizenship
status11 despite their claim that their mission to improve the living condition of lowerclass tenants was achieved through relocated them into public housing. This is
reflected in the discrepancy between the numbers of tenants being registered as
affected households and the number of households being allocated to displaced people
since 2001.12

Sorting citizens into the binary categories of ‘desirable and responsible’ or ‘flawed’ is
by no means unique to Hong Kong. Many governments pursuing projects to privatise
public housing and homeownership have adopted similar strategies. (Mckee et al.,
2017) What is worth noting in Hong Kong is the prolong existence of public housing
programme and its public image as an ‘acceptable form of dwelling’(Lau & Murie,
2017), where it provides some form of ‘ontological security’ for its residents. (Lui,
2017) This view is especially popular among lower-class tenants. Despite this
strategical push for homeownership and its drive for ‘residualisation’ though

managing inclusion and access in term of income level and citizenship status, public
rental housing in Hong Kong does not share the same fate as other similar state-owned

11

For instance, relocation arrangement to public housing for tenants under URA-initiated urban
redevelopment projects to adopt largely the same standard under allocation plan under Housing
Authority, with extra requirements such as proof of address and screening process to verify that the
residence inside redevelopment zone is their only residence in Hong Kong.
https://www.ura.org.hk/f/page/2286/7671/Leaflet%20for%20Tenant%20Rehousing%20and%20EGA%
20-%20Version%20in%20Sept%202018%20(Eng).pdf
12

See the number of registered tenants under population freezing survey and the number of tenants
being relocated by URA.
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202007/08/P2020070800591.htm?fontSize=1
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rental housing programme in other countries where these sectors were almost entirely
privatised. In absolute term, there are more public housing apartments in 2010 than in
the 1980s. (Lau & Murie, 2017) This resilience of public housing in a highly
capitalistic housing market and under a government that has a long history of adopting
neo-liberal policies and deregulating the market is a result of lack of formal political
legitimacy of Hong Kong government. As Forrest & Yip (2014) argue, without a
formal structure of participatory democracy where the leader of the government is
elected only by a handful of elite representatives, the defence of public housing serves
as a mean for the government to gain legitimacy within a larger part of the population
as it demonstrates that it has the will to protect the housing for grassroots. This is
especially important when there is a widespread criticism among the public that the
‘government-developer collusion’ (Poon, 2011) means that governments are unwilling
and are powerless to intervene in an unaffordable housing market and restrict the
power of the land developers.

The continuation of public rental housing in Hong Kong allows the government a mean
to manage the effect of private housing precarity without reintroducing regulation in

the private rental and rent control. It is done by securing a portion of the private tenants
in an environment of relatively low rent and stable rental contract while carefully
maintain the access of this sector. The transition from private rental to public rental,

which might entail being placed on a waiting list for years and have to undergo
extensive screening, is still a housing mobility path that many lower-income tenants
could look forward to if they cannot afford to become a homeowner.
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Conclusion: differentiated housing precarity

Precarity in the simple term refers to the conditions or experiences of precariousness
in society. The literature of precarity has highlighted the broader sense of insecurity
and vulnerability, destabilisation and endangerment of a contemporary form of
capitalism. The condition of having a more flexible arrangement of labour, space
and other aspects of lives (Millar, 2017), which led to increasing precariousness in
societies, have destabilising effects of people lives in contemporary condition.13 In
Hong Kong, the precarity attributed to private rental housing is very much a product
of a series of deregulation that erodes tenants’ power to stay put and overall drive
for the financialisation of housing, where these are placed as a product of generating
rent profits and driving up asset value.

13

There are two major bodies of work in the literature of precarity:

One body of works derived from the studies of labour conditions under globalisation,
neoliberalism and more flexible form of capitalistic accumulation and argues that these processes
have undermined working-class power and give rise of insecure, flexible and nonstandard
employment relations.(Casas-Cortés, 2017) Other works also discuss increasing precarity in other
aspects of life, such as housing, place and citizenship that is connected to or derived from labour
precarity. (Banki, 2013)
The second body of works considers Butler's (2009) assertion that precarity is a feature of the
human condition found within all micro-spaces of everyday life. However, she emphasises that
‘precarity’ as a ‘politically induced condition’ in which certain populations suffer from failing social
and economic networks of support and become differentially exposed to injury, violence, and
death. Such populations are at heightened risk of disease, poverty, starvation, displacement, and
exposure to violence without protection.
Two approaches to precarity discussed here ground their theorisation of precarity in the analysis
of specific labor regimes and political–economic structures. But they are also interested in how
these material conditions constitute affect, subjectivity, psychological interiority, and lived
experience. In this research, I approach precarity with similar concerns where I considered rental
precarity both a structural condition under deregulated rental relations and a subjective
experience which lead to process of subject formation (new or not) and reconfiguration of
space/place.
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However, it is important to note that the effect of precarity is not evenly distributed,
even if it is a common existential condition of humanity.

As Lorey (2015) asserts,

‘precarity, is to be understood as a category of order, which designates the effects
of different political, social and legal compensations of a general precariousness.
Precarity denotes the striation and distribution of precariousness in relations of
inequality, the hierarchisation of being-with that accompanies the processes of
othering. This dimension of the precarious covers naturalised relations of
domination, through which belonging to a group is attributed or denied to
individuals. (Lorey, 2015)

In other words, if housing, a shelter where one can stay

and live, is a spatial register of the compensation to general precariousness of
society, the hierarchisation and unequal distribution to housing is a matter which
required our careful scrutinisation where it demonstrates how the politics of
precarity are operated. In particular, it demonstrates how certain subjects are much
more exposed to the precarious condition. In this care, migrant-tenants are more
prone to the removal by landlords and also barred from the access of state housing
until they met the criteria of being the ‘right’ citizen.

It is useful to consider the concept of precarity when discussing urban displacement
in Hong Kong as it allows us to approach displacement as a normalised condition
of rental housing instead of an exceptional state in the derailing of property market

under a capitalistic organisation of housing. (Neilson & Rossiter, 2005)
Commenting on the increasing uncertainty and insecurity embedded in both private
renting and social housing, Madden & Marcuse (2016) argue that the process of

precarisation of housing is the result of intense commodification, speculation,
displacement and dispossession in the city. At the core of this conditions, is the
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process of residential alienation, where the use value of housing being undermined
by their exchange value a capitalist class can capture this housing process and
exploit residents’ need for profit. Residential alienation entails a process of losing
a sense of ontological security for ones’ home, where ‘It is the emotional foundation
that allows us to feel at ease in our environment and at home in our
housing.’(Madden & Marcuse, 2016, p.94) They argue that such condition of
subjective ontological security is dependent on certain structural condition in the
housing structure, ‘It presupposes stable access to dwelling space that is under the
residents’ control. It assumes a particular class position, which makes the steady
reproduction of everyday life possible.’ (Madden & Marcuse, 2016, p.94)

What appears here in Hong Kong is that the deregulation of the private rental
market, which led to a shifting of power from tenants to landlords contribute to the
overall precarisation of renting. Private rental housing, especially for the lower tier
of housing, has been continuing to be associated with the experience of uncertainty,
instability and vulnerability associated with the prospect of moving and eviction.

As Neilson & Rossiter (2008) argue, even though precarity (in many different aspects of
life, including labour condition) is a condition of contemporary capitalism, the ways in
which such precarity is experienced differ markedly for workers across historical moments,

geographic sites, and social positions. They warn against a sense of nostalgia that is
attached to a secured past deriving from a Keynesian welfare state and notion of social
contract. As a form of wage labour, people having to be live in dependant on wage for
living suggested that life under the capitalist mode of production is a form of precarity in
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itself and that security (in housing and job) was only as an exception for a specific type of
workers and limited geographical region. (Neilson & Rossiter, 2008)

In this sense, this reminder serves as an important note in our discussion of displacement
and the housing precarity in Hong Kong. While local specificities in term of the large

historical development of urban governance and housing policy are needed to understand
how urban displacement is produced and governed in regions outside of western context
(Lui, 2017), the examination of state-citizens relations discerns the power-relations that
shape certain housing choices and experience of tenants. Indeed, in actual existing
neoliberalism (Brenner & Theodore, 2002), what appears to be contradicting positions of
Hong Kong government positions on housing, a withdrawal of legal protection and
continuation of the public housing programme, exist in tandem. What is needed is a specific
analysis of the role of the two sectors in managing housing precarity in Hong Kong. Public
housing, despite its residualisation and limited access, continues to be a much more
desirable option for private rental tenants. This target could be longed for in order to

become less precarious in the long trajectories of the housing ladder if private housing were
no affordable. This pretext of rental housing ladder forms the backdrop in which migranttenants’ mobility and home are constructed.
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Chapter 4: Experiencing Housing Precarity

Mobility and displacement

Hamza is a Pakistani migrant who has been staying in Hong Kong for almost eight
years. I met Hamza when I was roaming around the buildings knocking on the doors
in the newly announced redevelopment zone. Hamza answered the door, and we began
our conversation on the upcoming redevelopment project and the policies of URA for
relocating and compensating tenants. After 10 minutes, he wanted to conclude our
conversation quickly by saying, ‘So when do I need to leave?’

It would, however, be misleading to picture Hamza as an unconcerned displaced
person who was not aware of his rights under the process of redevelopment.
Throughout our conversation and later interactions, I noted that he had responded
positively to the coming relocation arrangement. He expressed that this is something
that the government should do for the tenants’ population in Hong Kong. At one point,
he said, ‘If they do not give me a place to live, where do I go?’

Hamza’s family is a typical lower-class family in Hong Kong who do not have access
to public housing and is dependent on private rental housing. At the time of the
interview, they were living in a subdivided flat with two small rooms in To Kwa Wan.
Given the financial situation of the family, rent has become a burden for him as it has
been increasing throughout the last few years since they moved to Hong Kong.
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In Hamza’s case, housing insecurity is also connected to labour precarity. As a
construction worker with a daily salary, Hamza always worried if he would have
enough working days and wasn’t sure if he could manage to pay the rent every month.
Hamza is often out of work without salary during rainy days. Fortunately, over the last
eight months, with a regular working schedule, he paid HKD 8000 per month, which
is amounted to almost 1/3 of his salary. In order to alleviate his stress, he told his sons
to look for jobs and work as construction workers or security guards as soon as they
finished secondary school. This arrangement would make him feel safe.

As his one-year lease with the landlord was coming to an end, Hamza anticipated the
landlord would undoubtedly raise his rent. His expectation of rental increase was not
unreasonable, given the recent market situation. Over the past eight years, he had been
living in four different places. For two times, he could not afford the rental increase
and decided to move. But at the time of my fieldwork, he wanted to stay longer.
‘Moving is tiring.’ he said, ‘(it takes) a long time to look for houses, you have to move
so much stuff. You will have to take a day off to move. I will see if I can negotiate for
a few hundred rent increase.’ He was not sure about the result of bargaining. ‘If I can
do that, if it is just HKD 500 more, I will just pay that rent.’

The tone later shifted as we changed our topic to a previous house Hamza had lived
for two years: a building in east Kowloon where a private redevelopment plan was
initially announced in 2012 but was delayed due to an appeal from the private
developer because of a height restriction on the redevelopment plan being placed by
the urban planning board. During the appeal, the developer offered a short-term lease,
from three months to one year, and the rate below the market to attract tenants.
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However, there was a clause in the lease clearly specifying that they must leave within
a month once they are notified. It works for the benefit of the private developer so that
it can have the flexibility for its redevelopment project. ‘It was a nice place to stay
because there is a bigger room for a lower rent,’ recalled Hamza, ‘we also managed to
have a mosque inside the building.’ However, this building was already redeveloped.
In 2016, the private developer succeeded in revoking the height restriction. In
December, all residents were informed that they should leave the building within a
month. I asked Hamza if he wanted to stay in the building or wished that it was not
redeveloped. He answered, ‘I do not think people should stay. Some people do not
want to move or want to get more time, find a house or to wait for public housing. The
developer changed and gave people three months. But this is not good if you don’t
move because you are creating trouble. I used one month to find a house in To Kwa
Wan. People who wanted to stay is only a small group.’

Hamza’s account highlighted two important aspects of housing precarity for tenants in
Hong Kong: the uncertainty induced by the private rental regime characterised by
uncontrolled rental increase, and the necessity of eviction by landlords and urban
redevelopment. They contribute to the mobility of tenants. (See report in Chapter 3)
At first glance, Hamza’s account seems self-contradictory. On the one hand, he
believed that he was entitled to a reasonable resettlement arrangement. Otherwise, he
would stay put. On the other, he disliked people who bargain with landlords or
redevelopers for better terms, such as postponing the due date. He preferred to be
cooperative.
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Experience of displacement

Experience of the displaced remains an unexplored topic in the study of displacement
in Hong Kong. Tenants' and migrants' accounts of the displacement process, whether
it is by the state or private initiated redevelopment, are still side-lined in the popular
and scholarly discourse of urban displacement. Among the displacement literature,
there is a renewed interest in understanding the lived experience of the displaced
during the urban displacement process. (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019) The forceful
spatial dislocation process itself often results in an acute sense of loss of social
connection, sense of familiarity, and disempowerment of displaced community.
(Brickell et al., 2017) Residential displacement is seen not merely as a spatial event
that involves the physical dislocation of original residents but a total reshuffling of the
place-making ability of the original resident and how they understand and give
meaning to the place they are living. (Davidson, 2009) The experience of the displaced
often tell how the displacement pressure is embedded in people’s everyday life. In
Stabrowski's word (2014), the everydayness of displacement is the process which
reduces the agency, freedom, and security of tenant. Physical displacement ‘is often
but the culmination of a protracted displacement process that is experienced in and
through the transformation of lived space…In the process, gentrification produces its
own spaces—of prohibition, appropriation, and insecurity—which conflict and collide
with the place-making practices of low-income and working-class tenants.’
(Stabrowski, 2014: p.813) Likewise, the experience of the physical process of
displacement, moving house or moving away from one's neighbourhood, is not merely
a change of addresses but one that full of meaning and feeling and is a product of
particular spatial political arrangement. (Creswell, 2006) Moving house entails a series
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of processes including looking for a new place, negotiating with landlords and moving
objects etc. and is a matter of how it produces and reproduce specific patterns and
experience of displacement and housing precarity.

In this chapter, I want to suggest how that housing precarity are formulated through
lack of formal power of being tenants in a private rental market and the uncertainty
around their life trajectories, which encompass living as a migrant and a tenant in Hong
Kong. Hamza’s narrative has depicted how a sense of displacement have been
naturalised today in the housing trajectories of tenants. Together these stories formed
what means to be ‘displaced’ from their homes for tenants. Understanding and
articulating these variegated experiences to the contextual complexities in the urban
and its power-geometry that shape places and govern mobility allows us to understand
tenants’ concerns, desire, feeling and perception of moving. These subjective
experiences of displacement cannot merely be reduced to either ‘willing’ or ‘unwilling’
to move (Zuk et al., 2018) or that these experiences are solely overly determined by
the politico-legal setting of their tenure (Hulse & Milligan, 2014). However, it is a
decisive factor to produce a specific condition of tenure or desire for mobility. In what
follows, I will first describe what constitute the experiences of ‘readiness to move’, a
condition of housing precarity which show how an unbalanced power relationship
between tenants and landlords since the deregulation of the private rental housing
market has produced an increasing sense of uncertainty and mobility of tenants. Then
I will describe the mechanism tenants have adopted to manage their ‘luck’ in the
housing market and how these mechanism shape how, where, and when these tenants
decide to move and their perception of ‘displacement’. At the end of the chapter, I will
suggest how the overall sense of powerlessness of tenants translated into complex
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negotiation and negation of rights and entitlements as the displaced tenants under the
government’s housing policies and the URA. This entails a re-articulation of their
relationship with the state and their sense of citizenship.

Readiness to move

When I talked to migrant-tenants about renting a house, there is a recurring subject
coming up: How many times have you moved? All of the families I met have
experienced moving for more than once. This increasing mobility of tenants prompts
me to consider how these continuous movements have contributed to how they
understand their dwelling, their relationship with landlords and shaped their
expectation about staying put and moving out.

When I explained to a social worker who was working with ethnic minorities in To
Kwa Wan that I am interested in knowing about the living condition and evictions of
tenants in the area, she immediately introduced me to Hamid's family. Hamid's case
was perhaps the most iconic. For his family, moving out is a foreseeable event as soon
as they move in. His family, having settled down in Hong Kong 12 years ago, have
already moved their home for 11 times. In 2008, they first lived in an apartment in
Jordan, where they were introduced by a relative who had already settled in Hong
Kong a few years earlier. The place was right in a network of friends and family living
nearby. However, as the rent increased, they had to move around the area more often
and eventually and finally they left Jordan to look for a better place elsewhere.
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The first time I entered the house with a translator, his family was having a gathering
and enjoying food. After I explained my research to them, their first reaction was
complaining about moving home all the time. Hamid, the father, told me with a
somewhat saddened voice:

‘Yes, and we need to move again in a few months because I think the landlord
will for sure ask us to leave. We are now starting to look for a house. I know
where to look for a house.’

He referred me to a pile of boxes which were not unpacked yet but already ready for
the next round of moving. The mother immediately said, ‘I didn't know we are at the
end of the contract, so soon.’ They live like urban nomads wandering around different
places and always getting ready to move from one place to another. Although at the
time of my visit, Hamid’s lease did not end yet, and they did not negotiate with the
landlord yet, because they expected the negotiation to be a failure. They guessed that
they would end up moving home again.

One of Hamid’s sons, who was attending the local school for years and spoke
Cantonese, jumped in and told me that he was the one in charge of negotiating with
landlords and property agents and also looking for an apartment. Despite his rich
experience, he found this task very difficult and described it as a game of luck:

‘It usually takes a lot of time to find a house. It takes us a month to search. We
sometimes ask our friends if they know any places, but usually, we go to the
property agents. Then we visit the apartments one by one, and then finally we
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will be able to get one.’

Hamid’s family did not enjoy their ‘nomadic’ life at all. It features frustrations, hard
works, careful calculations, and difficult decisions. Hamid’s son continued.

‘We have to see maybe three to five property agents so that we can find a house,
of course, we will usually go for the same one who had found us a place before.
But if we still can't find a place, we need to go again. Sometime the landlord
would not want to rent to Pakistanis like us; sometimes the landlords want
higher rent, then we cannot rent the place again. Also, we want to find a place
that is not that high up in the building because my mother is not good at
climbing stairs and we also do not want to carry many things when we move.
But we cannot have too many demands.’

Hamid's son, exclaimed, ‘[When we look for a new apartment,] I cannot focus on my
study for a whole month.’ Hamid's family reminded us of how displacement
experience, under the pressure of high rent and stress of eviction, can be very vivid
and acute. The story of Hamid's whole family is about preparedness to move, a
disposition cultivated by rich experience in moving home constantly.

Bashar, a young migrant from Pakistan whom I met when he sought activists' help
when he had a dispute with the Urban Renewal Authority, shared a similar experience.
His story tells us about the uncertainty and ‘displacement’ experience from the
perspective of his daily interaction with his landlord and the inequalities.

132

Bashar came to Hong Kong less than seven years ago. Renting a house was a brand
new experience for him as he owned his house in Pakistan and had stayed there for 15
years. The problem of ‘eviction’ never came to his mind until he arrived in Hong Kong.
When he moved to the city, he lived in an apartment shared by his father and five of
his father's friends. It was a temporary and convenient arrangement. His father wanted
to lower the living cost because his other family members had not come to Hong Kong
yet. In his first apartment in Hong Kong, located in Yau Ma Tei, an urban district in
central Kowloon, he shared a double bed with his father and the living room with the
other five tenants. There was no room partition at all. Bashar felt annoyed by the fact
that there was no ‘privacy’, a place of his own. About four weeks after he moved in,
he was told to move. He recalled that it was such a shocking experience to him:

‘I didn't know what happened during the contract renewal, because I do not
know the language and the rules. I didn’t know who is responsible for what.
But we need to move (father told me), because the landlord wants to raise the
rent. At the time I didn't know why we need to move, because back in my
country we never move house. Why we have to go to some other place? My
father told me that in Hong Kong it is like that, you live in a house, you rent it,
you have to pay money if you don't want to pay you have to move unless you
buy your own house. I thought that that is our own house, people started to tell
me things. Like we pay 3-4000HKD (per month).’

His expectation for housing was fundamentally informed by his experience of eviction.
Moving again is highly possible in the near future. After moving out of the apartment
in Yau Ma Tei, only three of the tenants, including Bashar, decided to find another one
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together. Later on, Bashar's mother and younger brother also decided to migrate to
Hong Kong. The family, along with another family, moved into a bigger apartment in
Tai Kwok Tsui, a nearby neighbourhood with cheaper housing. They were given two
years lease, one year fixed and one-year negotiable.14

For Bashar, having been ‘evicted’ for the second time confirmed his belief that rent
increase and moving again will be the norm for his family in Hong Kong’s housing
market.

‘The second time. I try to understand the situation in Hong Kong. Whenever
the boss came, he was so nice, I thought they would never ask us to move, he
was young and nice, and every time he brings something for us, maybe a cake.
He was not a bad person, and he is not like the first landlord. He was nice to
us. But after a year, he too said that he would raise the rent. I think in Hong
Kong, if one owner raises the rent, then all raise the rent.

I think it depends(about his perception of his landlord). After all, I don't think
so (that I am very disappointed). I am in the middle. They can increase what
they want, 2000 is too much for my family, rising from 7000 to 9000 is too
much, they could just increase 500, and I will accept that. But maybe he has
his ways to want his house to be; maybe they want to sell their house. So when
we asked, he says he wants 2000. But this is what the landlord does, and he is

14

One year fixed and one-year negotiable contract (一年生一年死) is a common domestic rental
arrangement in Hong Kong. Within the two-year rental contract, it is common for landlord to add a
contract termination clause for the second year of the contract. This clause allow landlord or tenant
to break the contract with prior notice, usually for one month.
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still a good person to me.

We didn't stay in the house. We find another place to live in the same area. But
I know it is the same again. After a year, we don't define it as our house, maybe
our contract will finish after a few months, we always look at the contract and
check when it is coming to expire. We talk like this. It is a reminder for us to
move. Something we have to follow - we have to do this, we have to do that, we don't have power. If you live (as a tenant), it is normal unless you get a
longer contract. one year is very short.’

Bashar’s hope to have a stable home eventually disappeared. Staying put is not
possible to imagine. Not having rent rise is not an option. Bashar was now fully aware
of his precarity in Hong Kong and got used to the unequal relationship. Whether the
landlord is a good or bad guy, rooms for bargaining is little. He no longer felt shocked
by eviction again.

Tenants’ feeling of security is often seen as the outcome of the security of tenure,
which is largely a politico-legal issue. (Hulse & Milligan, 2014) It offers an
institutional arrangement through which tenants and landlords claim their rights and
negotiate over the rate of rent and moving. These arrangements are largely absent in
Hong Kong. In the cases of Hamid and Bashar, the lack of security of tenure
contributed to tenants' perception of their positions in the housing market, the
anticipation of the possible outcomes, and preparation for home moving.
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Figure 6 An eviction notice inside the redevelopment zone
Sublandlord informed the tenants that the landlord had asked tenants to leave because he/she would like to
repossess the apartment. Tenants should go to the URA to receive an early moving fee.

As Hulse & Milligan (2014) suggested, we should not conflate security of tenure with
the security of tenants. There are multi-layers factors that dictate how tenants feel
‘secured’ or ‘insecure’ at home, even if they could enjoy a certain degree of legal
protection. These include the living environment, cultural norms, (housing as a vehicle
for investment tools and residency as interim or permanent housing,) and tenants’
attachment or detachment to the apartment. Further studying the experience of
mobility allow us to examine the intersection between the everyday life of tenants and
the politico-legal aspect of the rental regime. During my fieldwork, tenants often
express how they are vulnerable to landlords' control, who determines the rate and the
time to take back the property. Here, I have identified the continued mobility and the
sense of powerlessness in their everyday life which have also contributed to their sense
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of uncertainty around their movement: the term, timing and location of their future
movement are often unclear if they foresee that how they will continue to stay in the
private rental market. These experiences depicted how the sense of disempowerment
is produced, reproduced and normalised in their everyday life and along their housing
trajectories.

Self-managing housing precarity

Renting is associated with increased uncertainty and unpredictability in contemporary
Hong Kong. The condition of tenants on whether they can maintain a prolonged and
stable rental, do not get a rent raise or be able to find the next rental after the
termination of a contract, are also becoming unpredictable. It can be described as pure
‘luck’. It is a result of the absence of formal regulations and protection for tenants as
they have no formal bargaining power to negotiate a better arrangement with landlords
regarding rental matters. However, instead of contributing their rental condition
entirely by chance, tenants have produced various micro-personal ways to manage
their ‘luck’ in the rental market.

One form of practices tenants developed is to move when ‘luck’ runs out. Rental
precarity prompted some tenants I have interviewed to search for new options to rent.
They move under a variety of scenario: entering into conflict with landlords, rent
increase or poor living condition. Such is the case for Sandun, an asylum seeker from
Sri Lanka, who articulated his drive for moving with his experience of having to come
to term with various conflicts with the landlords.
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During one of the interviews, Sandun told me one of his encounters with a ‘bad’
landlord. It was in his second house after he came to Hong Kong 10 years ago. He had
a dispute with the landlords after he was being overcharged with an electricity bill and
water bill, a mere 2000 HKD per month for utilities as compared to 2000 HKD rent.

The extra cost for house created pressure on the existing resources as he has not been
able to work in Hong Kong under the asylum-seeking programme and his rental
subsidies are limited. The extra cost would have to be covered by rental top-up from
other NGOs and religious charities, but that requires another process of waiting and
negotiations with various groups and actors. Still with a sense of anger, Sandun
explained to me how he attempted to confront the landlord and ask for a reduced rate,
but the landlord bluntly rejected the requested.

‘When he comes to take the rent and give me the paper and show me how he
calculates the money for the bill. How can I use that much water and electricity
and I always need to go to church and I don't stay here? I tell him the water
and electricity bills are too expensive. I didn't use that much water and
electricity, and I tell him I don't have the money, it is a lot. I don't work. But he
didn't listen and say that the meter said that I used that many water and
electricity. The meter has a problem! I told him. But he didn’t listen to me and
didn’t care about me. He only cares about money. he said if I don't pay the rent
and the money I need to leave.’

Seeing that there was no way to persuade the landlord, Sandun went to the police
station and hoped that the police would be able to set up a case and reduce the utility
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cost. The police called the landlord and explained the situation. Police then told
Sandun that the landlords have decided to reduce the cost and he would not need to
move out of the place. Sandun, however, decided that he would rather move out of the
building and asked for police’s assistance to help him retake the deposit. I asked if he
would think that after this incident, he would feel less uncertain as he was able to find
a mechanism such as the police intervention to counter unreasonable demands from
landlords.

‘No, I don't want to do it again. I know after this time there will be another
time. There will be another problem if the landlord is not a good guy.’

Soon after the police's call, Sandun managed to get back the deposit from the landlord
and rented another house in the neighbourhood nearby.Sandun’s narrative highlighted
a strong desire to search for a new house, and that is prompted by their desire of hoping
to seek a more tolerable rental relation when many of them have experienced excessive
demands and overcharge from landlords. Sandun's experience also suggested that
many tenants perceive the existing mechanisms as incapable of being the
counterweight to mistreatment and unreasonable demands from landlords. There is an
absence of institutionalised mechanisms that have the power to intervene in rental
relations, moving away from troublesome landlords, rather than confronting them, is
considered as a way by which tenants ‘survive’ in the volatile private rental housing.
This situation further demonstrated the vulnerability of tenants under the current
private rental regime and the wider sense of readiness to move among tenants.

The result of the inability or the absent of state power in rental relations and the
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internalised preconception about an inferior tenant is that the issues around evictions
and displacement of tenants are highly individualised and subjected to self-regulation
and surveillance. (Lorey, 2014) Tenants are often taken to themselves to manage their
relations with landlords so that they are less prone to evictions and could negotiation
for more reasonable rent increases or terms in the contract. Often, Tenants have to take
it in their hand to manage and to find ways to ‘settle’ with landlords' demands.
Sometimes, it also means developing self-disciplinary measures to perform as a ‘good’
tenant. This self-regulation and preconception of disempowerment over the mobility
of tenants led to stories about various practices that tenants take to avoid upsetting the
landlords and to perform as a ‘good’ tenant. This is another level of management of
their ‘luck’ in the rental market.

Parth is an Indian migrant who has been living in his flat for almost four years, living
in To Kwa Wan for almost his entire stay in Hong Kong. He still considers renting a
house difficult, and he expressed that he wants to stay in the area because of his
familiarity of the neighbourhood. He attributes this ‘success’ of renewing three
contracts to his excellent relationship with his landlords and his excellent performance
as a tenant.

When I entered his house, I feel that it was still under-maintained as there were signs
of water leaking on the walls and some of the paint has fallen. I asked Parth, who was
also living with his wife, who was responsible for doing the repair, to which he replied,
‘of course I have to do the maintenance and the landlords do not do much,’ From
changing broken light bump, to repaint walls and reinstall the damaged ceiling, Parth
has taken much of the work to maintain the apartment. During the conversation, I asked
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him if he thinks that the landlord rather than the tenants should do these works since it
is the responsibility of the landlord to maintain a liveable space and it is the landlord
who might be profiting from the rent he is paying. Parth, with a sarcastic tone,

‘I think I have given up trying to call the landlord to repair, I would rather do
it myself, it is quicker. And I will not have to bother the landlord. Maybe he
will think that I am not a tenant who is making trouble all the time. But it takes
money to repair, and I do not want to spend that much money. So I do what I
can.’

Parth might be one of the most extreme examples among the interviewee because he
had taken all the responsibilities to repair. However, he is not an exception among the
tenants who were sharing repair duty in their rented apartments as ways of not only
making the rented home more liveable or less unliveable, but a way to show landlords
they are capable tenants who could manage their homes well without intervention,
more importantly, investment from landlords. Currently, there is almost no regulation
to delineate the maintenance duty in a rented property. Most often, it is up for the
negotiation between landlords and tenants to clarify their respective rights and
responsibilities. In common practice, such as one that between Parth and his landlords,
both parties negotiate their respective duties to maintenance where landlords may need
to repair broken items that are aged and have structural damage, and tenants are tasked
to repair items that had broken down without exceeding their ‘life expectancy’.
However, such ‘standard’ is often hard to determine.

Parth’s story is not an exception.

Among the tenants I have interviewed, many of them have chosen to do repairing
themselves because of various reasons, from unfriendly landlords, unwillingness to
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negotiate with landlords and more importantly, self-regulation for being a ‘good
tenant’.

Sharing repair duty is one of the examples where tenants perform the perception of a
‘good tenant’ to appease the landlord's expectation. There are other kinds of practices
that I have found during my ethnography, including the emphasis on scheduled rentpayment as good conduct. For once, Parth told me that he needed to travel to India for
two months to visit his extended family. Usually, he pays the agent every month in
cash, and he has been fairly punctual. Knowing that he will be out for a long time,
he contacted the agent and informed the landlord of his travelling plan and gives three
months payment in advance. He told me that if he acts in this way, he may be perceived
as a responsible tenant who has displayed a great responsibility to take care of the
matter of renting and respected the contract and would be able to renew his contract. I
asked if there are other methods to pay the rent when he is away, for example, letting
another family member who can help with payment or pay his rent after he returned
from India. Those options were not possible because they fail to show the landlord that
he is a tenant who can pay rent on time. ‘Would it be a huge burden to your family to
spare two months of rent? It is, after all, almost the full month of your salary.’ I asked.

‘I don't think it that way; It is a lot of money. But you have to do it.’

What struck me here, is not the practical concern he gives: he needs a way to pay rent
when he is away, but the concern about being a ‘good tenant’. Albeit not being
specified, he needs to manage the expectation of the landlord. The uncertainty and
worry about not being able to become a ‘good tenant’ might imply a higher chance of
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eviction and a higher level of rent increase. The context of these practices is precisely
the housing precarity under the private rental regime where tenants’ right to control
over their movement has been heavily eroded.

Neoliberalism is often connected to individualisation of social inequality. (Hamann,
2009)(Pyysiäinen et al., 2017) It lies with the ideological shift of responsibility from
government/market/society to that of the individual where failure, poverty, exclusion
and inequality, which are the outcome of political-economic processes, are said to be
the problem of people failing to adapt to the neoliberal order. (Shamir, 2008)

Lorey

(2015) argues that precarity operates not only within a socio-political setting but
invoke a process of subjectification in which individuals become part of the selfgoverning force of the new neoliberal order. Drawing from a Foucauldian biopolitical
approach, in what she terms as the process of precaritisation as ‘individuals moving in
power relations, by which they are guided and governed, are always subjects who act,
subjects capable of acting. In acting, they participate in the manner in which they are
governed.’(Lorey,2015)

In her research about urban poor and evictions in Baltimore, Gretchen Purser (2014)
observes that urban poor who were serving as the precarious labour of the eviction
squads and are also subjected to a pressure of eviction have differentiated and
distanced themselves from the one they are evicting. Albeit under similar condition,
these tenants/eviction crews have adopted the belief that eviction is rooted in the
individual, moral deficiencies of the tenant where there are the ‘good tenants’ and ‘bad
tenants’ and the removal of the latter is justified. Purser (2014) argues, in this
mechanism where eviction is reproduced materially and ideologically, ‘the poor are
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pitted against the poor’(Purser, 2016) and that it displays continuous forms of
displacement that includes ‘patterns and practices of lateral denigration and social
disaffiliation that limit solidarity’(Purser, 2016)

What I found during my research, is that tenants who endured growing precarity also
embody a moral categorisation of being an ‘acceptable’ tenant. This mechanism leads
to practices of self-regulation and discipline of the conduct of tenants, from taking over
the responsibility of the landlords to maintain the house to paying rent on time which
reinforces the imbalance power-relations of landlords and tenants. In some occasions,
it prevents tenants from sympathising with other tenants. On the one hand, this
mechanism is an outcome of a larger process of deregulation on individuals and
continue to reinforce and reproduce certain idea about what should be ‘good’, even
among the tenants. On the other hand, this new subjectification does equal to total
submission to the logic of the market or a consumer-subject where they embrace the
freedom of movement granted by the relaxation of the regulation. (McGuigan, 2014)
This mechanism essentially produces new practices to ‘living with precarity’.

Incomplete citizenship

In early 2018, I joined a group of tenants who were attending a public forum about
housing policy reform organised by a non-government organisation. These tenants
were invited by the host to share their experience of renting house associated with
rising rent, excessive charge over utilities and dilapidated housing condition. It was a
testimony to the rising housing inequality in a global city. This forum aimed to put
pressure on government and legislation that some pro-tenants’ reforms should be made
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and therefore had included different representatives from different camps across the
political spectrum. No one in the forum would deny the presence of a developing
housing crisis in Hong Kong. They cited the example from poor housing condition to
the inability for youngsters to move up the housing ladder. Beneath this widespread
consensus, these representatives were divided on how to understand its cause and offer
the possible solutions.

During the public discussion section, one legislative councillor from the progovernment camps gave a long speech on his view on housing problems. He
passionately lamented the detrimental housing condition of many of the city dwellers
and argued that the cause of the problem lied with the inability for government to
provide more land for the market through development plans to increase housing
supply. It was of no surprise that the neo-classical economic discourse was still
prevalent in the public discussion about the housing crisis. One lower class tenant
sitting next to me, however, asked the councillor in a seeming course of a collision.
She said,

‘but even you have more houses, I still cannot afford them. I am currently
suffering because of my landlord. How will that help me? what happened to
public housing, what happened to rent control?’

In the face of the challenge, the legislative councillor stopped for a few seconds and
replied:
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‘I understand your issue, but we will have to balance the power between
landlord and tenants, we have to understand the need and interests of the
landlords. Bringing back rent control will create huge division among society,
and therefore it is very difficult to put through in the legislation.’

He later invoked an image of a ‘rogue tenants’, an everyday discourse of portraying
immobile tenants for inflicting suffering to small landlords and damages to their
apartments when rent control and security of tenants were still enacted in Hong Kong
to further illustrated what he meant by a failed balance of power between landlord and
tenants.

‘Let us be realistic; I think we all want a stable place to live, to have a home. I
think our concern is whether there are enough public housings for the lower
class, and that the government should and will look into that matter.’

After the forum, I am curious about how this tenant perceived the answer of this
legislator and had a chat with her and another activist who accompanied her. She
somehow shifted from her earlier position. ‘I guess he is not entirely wrong about what
we need to do.’ She told me. ‘rent control is very difficult to ask for.’ Although in
principle, they disagreed with the legislator's argument, they unanimously agree with
legislator's assessment of the situation. Bringing back rent control, at least on the level
of their perception, was more difficult than asking for more public housing provision
from government. She elaborated,
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I think we also need to be realistic; it seems rent control is not fast enough to
solve tenants' immediate needs, and the government is very unwilling to bring
it back.’

I have discussed earlier the experience and expectations of mobility, which entail a
sense of ‘readiness’, for tenants under the current private rental regime. For many
lower-class migrant-tenants, their powerlessness when facing landlords' demands for
higher rents, poor maintenance of the housing and downright eviction is vivid, and it
leads to the growing sense of having to be ready to move. On the personal level, this
suggests how the sense of displacement is produced within the everyday life in the
private rental regime: imbalanced power relations between tenants and landlords
where the latter have more control over their property and hence the mobility of the
tenants.

What struck me in this episode of the forum is another level of powerlessness. It lies
with the self-perceived inability for tenants to demand more formal control over their
mobility and rental right, even for the more politically active tenants such as the
representative of a tenant organisation. One central issue is their perceived inability to
make particular demands related to tenants: the revival of rental control, the security
of tenure and the power to allow tenants to control their own mobility, one that is not
compatible to the capitalist consensus and that despite shared discontent about the
situation of tenants in Hong Kong. The general housing precarity has not been
translated into an enormous pressure to reinstate rent control and security of tenants in
Hong Kong.
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This subtle realisation that tenants’ themselves lack formal right to influence
government policy and participate in the decision making process that would improve
the positions of tenants in society continue to be reproduced in public discourses and
events such as these public consultations. (Huang, 2015) It is perceived that the
government would be mostly pro-business and will not be able to see a limit to
landlords' power due to a broader ‘consensus’ of pro-property discourse and the
stigmatisation of tenants. (Huang, 2015) But for many of the tenants, rental control
and security control are almost unheard of and unimaginable. They might express
support over possible measures to provide more protection for tenants after I have
explained the matter, but the majority of them do not think it is possible to bring back
rent control in Hong Kong.

As many scholars have pointed out, if a sense of citizenship entails a set of rights and
capacities for people to engage in political activities in what is defined as part of
political entities, be it nation-state or city-state, the development of citizenship in Hong
Kong cannot do away with the influence of colonial governance in Hong Kong where
space for political participation was heavily restricted. (Ho, 2004) During the colonial
period, formal channels for participating in the political decision-making process were
very limited and were only partially opened for business representatives and elite. (Ho
2004) Majority of the local Chinese population being governed were left out of formal
political participation within governing institutions. Such political arrangement
continued after the handover. One of the important examples of this political
arrangement is the composition of the legislative council where the majority of the
seats are composed of representatives from the riches and elites class who remain in
firm control over the decision-making process, even though there had been attempts
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to open it up for representatives of other interest group and political affiliations.
However, the function of the intermediary role of the business elite was eroded after
the handover as they were no longer considered as the representative of the interest of
the mass (Fong, 2013) After the handover, the bourgeoning urban movements continue
to resort to other means to influence the policy-making process or challenge their
decision without having any place in the formal process, leading to various form of
political activities in society. (Ip, 2007)

Despite this, whether or not the public would be able to extort influence over the
process are at the discretion of ruling elite representatives and technocratic public
servants. The response from the legislators in the forum demonstrated that though
tenants ‘needs’ and hardship are recognised, their needs are to be prioritised only if the
state of affair will not be changed and should be expressed in a way that is acceptable
by the one who has influence over the decision-making process. It is as if tenants would
require the management, in a more paternalistic manner, from governments,
professional and elite to show them what is the right direction for tenants’ own benefit.

This partial inclusion of tenants’ position in the formation of the housing strategy in
Hong Kong can be seen in arrangements related to the allocation of public housing.
Consistent to the shift of public housing as a mechanism to house the poorest of the
population instead of a universal provision for its citizens, tenants during the progress
have very little choices on how they would be able to move into certain districts and
buildings that they desire. Likewise, despite the claims that the Urban Renewal
Authority would preserve social and community relations at much as possible during
the relocation process, there is currently no mechanism by which tenants have the right
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to choose where they will be relocated to. According to the narrative of the URA,
tenants will be given public housing provisions from housing authority for relocation
and that the locations are totally dependent on the availability of housing at the moment
of relocation. The claims for tenants to take control over their movement continued to
be sidelined by governing bodies and institutions that induced urban displacement,
such as the Urban Renewal Authority. (Huang, 2007) Migrant-tenants are only
subjects to be governed. (Doshi, 2013)

But even as subjects to be governed and having certain entitlements to the allocation
of public housing, the fact that existing public housing programs do not accept all
migrant-tenants. There are restrictions, based on citizenship status and income level,
for migrant-tenants to access these housing (see chapter 3). The same rule applied to
situations under the current state-initiated redevelopment because there is also a
screening process under the Urban Renewal Authority, largely based on the one from
the government on public housing where it includes some tenants to be evicted while
leaving out others. These are differentiated rights and produces differentiated
aspirations and outcome as migrant-tenants navigate through the process of
redevelopment, and these processes might take up to years.

Most of the tenants I talked to, except asylum seekers, were looking to move into
public housing and most of them are already on the waiting list. When their buildings
were included in the redevelopment project, some of the tenant’s initial responses, as
they recalled, were that they welcomed and looking forward to the relocation
arrangement, after they become aware of such opportunities. Under the official
procedure, no residents from the designated redevelopment zone would know about
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the project; it is precautionary measure by which the Urban Renewal Authority which
claims to forbid falsified claims to relocations and compensation. For residents, the
start of the redevelopment process, therefore, was marked by a sudden visit of URA
staff at early morning on the population registration date, where these records will be
used to partly establish their eligibility for later relocation and compensation
arrangement. The screening process is not straight forward. Tenants would have to
submit more documents, such as income proof, bank statement to residence proof, to
the authority throughout the redevelopment process after their apartment are being
purchased by URA or are resumed under land resumption ordinance. These documents
are used to evaluate whether tenants meet the right requirement set up by the authority
for relocation: Income restriction for public housing, proof of residency, whether the
place inside redevelopment zone is the sole residence in Hong Kong and citizenship
status. It usually takes years for the URA to reach this stage as there are other legally
required processes such as a public consultation procedure that the URA needs to go
through before they can obtain the permission to begin the acquisition process. The
assessment process would also take months or years, meaning that tenants will have
to wait for a long period of time before being moved into public housing. Issues around
private landlords’ evictions, deteriorating living conditions are common (Huang, 2007)
and uncertainty around their eligibility for relocation, all of these create a sense of
uncertainty throughout the period of redevelopment.

I interviewed Ying, a Chinese migrant who had stayed in Hong Kong for three years
and May, who is also from China and had already stayed for five years. Both of them
were living in a redevelopment district, and both of them shared how they feel about
the period of waiting. They recalled the moment when the redevelopment project was
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announced, just less than one year ago. They felt that there was something to look
forward to as they were told there might be relocation to public housing during the
population survey. However, staff from the URA told them that they need to be
qualified or that they can only receive compensation and both of them were not sure
when they would be screened for the eligibility. Knowing that I am also an activist,
both of them in the interview had asked me if I know how long the project will take
and when will they be arranged to relocate. I had to broke out of the ‘interviewer’
position and explained to them the process of redevelopment. But as there is no law
that defines the timeframe, I could not provide an exact date about the relocation, just
a rough idea about the timeframe based on previous experience in other districts. May,
who worked in a restaurant as a waitress, jokingly responded

‘God knows what will happen. Maybe I would be already moved into public
housing (through the normal application process), or maybe my income would
then be too high. Maybe the landlord will kick me out, how would I know.’

May response was justified given these uncertainties. However, she later explained, if
the project would last for another year or two, she might be able to apply for permeant
residency after staying for seven years in Hong Kong, hence would be more likely to
be relocated.

Ying appeared to be more concerned with her future. Living from a family of four,
with her husband and two China-born sons, aged four and six, she expressed more
worries about the prospect as she was not a permeant resident and would need another
five years to be qualified for it. Even though under current policy, children under 18
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whose parents have permeant residency are still considered as permeant residents in a
household when facing the qualification screening process. Under those circumstances,
Ying’s family has the right for relocation. However, Ying was still not very certain
and share her worries about possible situations where she would lose her rights,

‘I am not sure how long it (the project) will take and when they (URA) will
come. I do not have the permanent residency. Maybe I will not be qualified in
the future. What if I have a baby and then I will not be qualified. Does that
mean I should be very careful not to get pregnant?’

Ying’s worries were not unreasonable. They demonstrated how state-intervention in
redevelopment in the form of relocation are in fact not serving to compensate the
detrimental effect of redevelopment but creating a new sense of insecurity based on
differential rights and citizenship managements. The long process of redevelopment
and negotiation process also means that tenant’s condition will be subjected to change
and might impact how they are being treated under the bordering practices. (Mezzadra
& Neilson, 2013) This might require long negotiation process with authority and in a
sense self-management in order to stratify the demand for resettlement, if tenants do
not confront and pushes those limits.

These resources and opportunities are entirely barred from a group of tenants living
under the redevelopment zone: the asylum seekers. They are totally excluded from the
relocation programme and could only obtain a reduced amount of compensation. If a
tenant who are migrants but with residents or permeant residents’ status, they would
still be able to negotiate for a better arrangement with the authority, as they are still
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considered part of the governed subject. For asylum seekers, they do not have these
rights for negotiation.

At the beginning of 2019, I received an urgent message from Sanjay, an Indian asylum
seeker, who wanted to ask for my advice and help because he was having trouble with
the compensation offered by the URA. The next day, I met Sanjay along with a social
worker team, which was hired to assist residents during the process of urban
redevelopment. Sanjay had just received two letters from the URA, the first letter
contained a compensation offer for Sanjay which was amount to a few thousand Hong
Kong dollars because he is an asylum seeker. The second letter contained a notice to
Sanjay, asking him to pay back his rent owed to the URA. After we had made the
calculation, we found that if Sanjay needed to pay back his rent, not only would he
lose all his compensation, he would have to pay a few hundred more. Sanjay was
shocked as to how he had owed rent because he was not able to handle the rental matter
himself. The International Social Service (ISS), the subcontracted non-governmental
organisation that handle asylum seeker’s housing, would normally have direct contact
with the URA and pay rent. The social workers and I called both the URA and ISS to
understand the situation, and we receive such a response: After URA have purchased
the apartments, the authority will allow tenants to rent their properties until they have
moved out of the apartment or until the land resumption process is carried out.
However, no contract will be issued from URA during this period. ISS responded:
since there are no contract issued, it would not be possible for them to pay rent under
the official protocol. This seemingly trivial and almost laughable incident have left
Sanjay paralysed and in a state of deadlock. We conveyed the message to Sanjay and
discussed what would be his next step, since he did not have the money to pay rent.
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Sanjay, in a confused voice, lamented

‘Why do I have this very little money? I thought they (the URA) say I will at
least get some money to move and now I have nothing. How do I move? Why
can’t they (the URA) give me more money(compensation)?’

Social workers explained, trying to console Sanjay.

‘Under the policy, if you do not have a Hong Kong identity card, they (the URA)
will not give you housing, and they also do not give you that much money as
compensation. Maybe we can think of other options.’

We concluded that one of the possible ways is to pressure ISS and URA to negotiate
among themselves on how to handle the matter of contract issue and exempt Sanjay
from paying any rent. One easier possible proposal would be to ask Sanjay to simply
leave the redevelopment zone without paying any of the owed rent in case that
negotiation failed. This would mean that Sanjay would also surrender his claim to any
compensation from the URA. As I recalled this incident, one question lingered: why
would we considered it difficult to make certain claims the right to relocation from the
URA, even though Sanjay share the same fate as other tenants?

The experience of displacement enables articulation and re-articulation of the
positionally of the displaced. (Hirsh et al., 2020) Lacking in formal political right for
tenants in the drafting and formulating the housing policies in Hong Kong, there is
another type of politics that enter into play, one that is based on the aforementioned
155

relationship between the subject of governing and the governed.(Doshi, 2013) But
these rights that have been defined by governmental policies and practice that manage
displacement process operate along with other parties with bordering citizenship status.
These differences have created differential displacement experience and relations to
the state.

Under this condition, their precarity of citizenship intersect with their

precarious experience with housing (Banki, 2013)

Conclusion: towards a politics of displacement

In this chapter, I offered a processual account of urban displacement: one that does not
concentrate on a single event about eviction but as everyday experience that intersects
a rental regime in Hong Kong (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019) which built upon the
‘evictablity’ of tenants (van Baar, 2017), the precariousness of being a tenant in Hong
Kong, tenants' hope for a secure, stable place to live, which might be reinforced by
their various expectations being a migrant in Hong Kong and their relationship with
the state. (Erni, 2016) Among the migrant-tenants I came into contact with, one
common feature of their housing trajectory is that they have all experienced moving
due to rental issues with landlords. As such, a framework which understands urban
displacement in Hong Kong without presupposing a static and fixed relation between
tenants and place where they are being displaced from and to explore the spatial
politics and subjectivity emerged from these contemporary urban experiences, become
a way to challenge a simple way of understanding the politics of displacement, based
primarily on the analysis of governmental policies or politico-economic structure
around housing. (Doshi, 2013)

156

The precarisation of tenants is a process of the political-economic arrangement as well
as tenants' subjectivity formation. (Lorey, 2015) Drawing from these narratives, I have
described the constitution of the subjectivities of precarious tenants which is
characterised by their ‘readiness to move’, instead of being willing-to-move. Their
housing trajectories encompassed landlords' ‘eviction’, rent increase, forced
‘relocation’ under private urban redevelopment and public redevelopment. All of these
experiences formulate how they perceive their condition as a tenant in Hong Kong and
their ongoing search for a place to rent and live in Hong Kong. The process of
precaritisation, a condition of being subjected to an unstable and uncertain life,
functions as governing devices where tenants become self-aware and self-conduct.
(Lorey, 2015) their expectations and practices that submitted to the rental regime. It is
not to suggest that there is a new form of tenants' class identity based on this shared
experience of rental precarity in the making nor to suggest that rental precarity is the
exception and housing security, based on rent control or extensive public housing, was
the norm in the history of housing in Hong Kong and capitalistic form of organising
housing. (Neilson & Rossiter, 2008) One of the central themes beneath the condition
of readiness-to move and sense of uncertainty is the powerlessness of tenants on a
personal level and on the societal level. Such precarity continues to produce new
practices and a new relationship with the state where the agency of migrant-tenants
can be observed as they continue to live with precarity.

Urban renewal, be it slum clearance, state-led redevelopment or gentrification, is still
a violent process where it erases participatory connection between residents and place.

(Davidson, 2009) However, these ethnographic details of the mobility of tenants allow
us to understand the terrain of growing housing precarity and the particular patterns of
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social relations that facilitate the operation of urban renewal in Hong Kong. These
stories of migrant-tenants add to our existing politico-economic analysis on
gentrification and redevelopment in Hong Kong, our knowledge of the ground of
redevelopment and their operations. The experience of these precarious tenants also
challenge earlier account that link a lack of resistance to state-led urban redevelopment
to the affirmative views of residents towards urban redevelopment in which they are
aspired to social mobility (Ley & Teo, 2014) through moving into better housing. In
the next chapter, I will continue my conceptual framework of ‘displacement’ and
consider the following questions: Does ‘home’ matter for migrants-tenants living
under housing precarity? And what type of ‘home’ is made and unmade in their
housing trajectories?
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Chapter 5: Living Housing Precarity

Home in displacement

It was the second time I met Siva, an asylum seeker from Sri Lanka, and the first time
I have been inside his house. It was located in one of the nine urban redevelopment
projects operated by the Urban Renewal Authority in To Kwa Wan. By the time I

visited him, the project had entered its third year. While walking up the stairs, I could
see signs that this site was gradually becoming empty as residents moved out from this
building. There were abandoned furniture on the corridors and doors were locked and

chained, where a sign from the URA declared its authority over the space: "This is the
property of the Urban Renewal Authority, no trespassing." This gives an overall
atmosphere that the place is ephemeral, and soon to be destroyed.

It would be difficult to imagine one's ‘home’ in such a condition. Nevertheless, it was
where Siva called home. He and his neighbours were the only two households that
were still living inside the building and were expected to move out in the future. A
typical subdivided home where lower-class tenants stay, the 200 square feet room was
divided into three spaces, one living room, one bedroom and the other was used as
both kitchen and toilet. Unlike many other subdivided apartments I have visited, Siva's
room was relatively well maintained. There was no fallen paint and crack on the wall,
and the metal ceiling is still intact, a sign that the maintenance work has not stopped
due to the ongoing redevelopment process because many of the landlords are not

159

willing to invest more to the property they were going to sell.

Given this circumstance and the fact that Siva would have to continue to stay in this
apartment before moving or being moved out in the future, I asked who was
responsible for maintaining the house. He replied: ‘of course I have to do most of the
things. The landlord never repairs anything!’ Negotiating with the landlord on what
should be repaired is a time-consuming task and sometimes thankless task that leads
nowhere, as Siva described ‘I do not think he has repair anything for me. He only
wants me to pay rent.’ The temporal and precarious nature of the apartment did not
stop Siva from leaving traces of his presence in the room. Siva has painted the house
three times and repaired the ceiling, which constantly in poor condition and has water
leaks. He managed to repair the broken air-conditioner. Because of what he did, he
entered into an argument with his landlord. ‘He said there is still some air coming out
from the machine, so it is not broken. But I told him if the machine is not making the
room cooler, it is broken!’ He feels that he was fortunate to receive some donation
from churches to finance these repairs. I asked about whether or not he feels the
urgency to move out, he told me ‘I have no plan yet, but maybe I will have to leave

soon because I can see that fewer people are here.’ When I raise the question about
whether or not he would want to stay in the house in the future, he gave me an
ambiguous answer. ‘I live here when they will give notice I will have to leave. I do not

know whether I will be able to find a place, but I will go.’ As I have covered in the
previous chapter, there is a constant sense of readiness to move and precarity on both
personal level as being tenants who have to manage his rental life and relationship with

the rental regime which give them an overall sense of disempowerment.
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The sense of dissatisfaction was prevalent. Siva explains that he has invested a lot of
money and spent much effort in making the third house he had ever stayed in To Kwa
Wan the best one he has ever been in. Walls have been painted and repainted and the
furniture he picked up from the streets and second-hand shops allowed him some
freedom to construct a ‘home’ that he felt he belonged. Another homemaking practice
he mentioned is setting up an internet connection in the house. ‘I stay in this house a
lot. I do not go outside a lot, and after I finish what I need to do outside. I come back
to this house. So I will have to use the internet. I can watch videos for hours and talks
to the family.’ I can sense the shift of tone from our earlier conversation when I asked
Siva whether or not he felt this is a ‘home’. ‘I think this is not my home because I will
not stay here.’ he replied, and in a few seconds, he added, ‘but my home is here.’

Siva's seemingly contradictory response provides a pathway for us to understand the
complexity of the home and its relations with larger spatial-political process. The
house he rented is simultaneously a home and not-home: it is unhomely because of the
unbalance relationships with the landlord which restricted his agency in the house and
the overall housing uncertainty make it less of a permanent dwelling, an attribute to

which he had for ‘home’; and homely because this is a place where he has also do
things to bring the space under his control, however, restricted it may be, and in which
he finds a temporal moment of security as opposed to the wider lifeworld he is

positioned in. In this chapter, I would like to explore the perception and practices
migrant-tenants have with regard to their rented house and by doing so explore the
contradiction and the simultaneity of a transient home where many tenants have

experienced as they construct and break from various ‘homes’ over their course of
experiencing housing precarity in the private rental housing market and other forms of
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precarity emerged from processes such as citizenship and urban redevelopment. It is
also an attempt to describe the dynamic between displacement, homing process, and
migrant-tenants’ sense of belonging and security in their housing experience. I will do
this by exploring the three aspects of their (un)homing process: their sense of loss at
home, their ephemeral emplacement strategy and their anticipation of homes in public
housing.

Home (un)making as processes

Urban displacement essentially entails the disruption of the relations people have with
a place and home. (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019) With the ever-rising property price and
rent, intensification of evictions, and rapid redevelopment, the ability for many urban
dwellers to afford shelter or to stay put into maintaining their homes has been eroded
in cities around the world and also in Hong Kong. (McKee et al., 2019) As we have
discussed in the previous chapter, the housing precarity in Hong Kong which have
built upon a highly deregulated private rental market, have produced a widespread
sense of powerlessness among tenants who feel they have very little control of their
movements and to right to stay put.

One way of understanding the relationship between urban redevelopment and the
process of gentrification and displacement lies with the process of un-homing, as
Elliott-Cooper et al. (2019) argues, displacement is,
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"a process of un-homing that severs that links between residents and the
communities to which they belong, something registered through a range of
modalities including experiential, financial, social, familial and ecological…
need to be considered as an effective, emotional and material rupture...as a
form of un-homing that violently severs the connection between people and
place, undermining the right to dwell." (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019, p.3)

For Elliott-Cooper et al., (2019), displacement occurs not only when people are forced
to move out of their immediate residences but when the surrounding neighbourhood
and community have changed which have disrupted people's connections, belongings
and familiarities with the places.

It is possible that our focus has been placed on long-term residents as their
displacement process helps articulate the destruction of homes because of their
supposedly strong connections with the place and sense of community. However, this
represents a risk to overlook the experience of mobile subjects, migrants or tenants
who are facing heightened precarity and mobility. (Burrell, 2014) Duyvendak, (2011)

reiterates that the claim made by people who lament the ‘crisis of home’ often resort
to ‘a form of 'primordial reasoning', where places are owned by 'native' groups who
enjoy specific rights; prominent among them is the right to feel at home.' Massey

(2005) criticises the natural and homogenising notion of home that based on a native
tradition which fails to capture the dynamic and relational nature of places. As such,
owing much to the conceptualisation of home under migration studies in which

migrants inherently embody the question about the destabilisation of spatial
connection through mobility and recent trends in home studies which began to
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question the idea of a static home, this leads us to the understanding that home, a spatial
register of belonging, security and familiarity, is always an open and ongoing process.
(Massey, 2005) Home does not simply exist but is made. As Blunt & Dowling (2006)
points out, the house is not automatically a home. Relational geographies of home
require attention to what we understand as homemaking practices. These processes can
be material, imaginative and affective where they create and understand forms of
dwelling and belonging. They involve bringing space under control. (Hurdley, 2013)

Homemaking is an expression of subjectivity and agency which also establishes a
phenomenological relation between human and place, and it is not always a
straightforward process. (Baxter & Brickell, 2014) Displacement, as a process of unhoming, suggests that other larger spatial-political processes that serve as undergirding
affect how one makes a home. The displacement process ought to be understood as a
process that involves how a home is made and unmade in such circumstances because
the two are closely connected, sometimes they even happen concurrently (Baxter &
Brickell, 2014) under certain conditions that are the products of or produce unequal
power relations. As Dayaratne & Kellett (2008)suggest, homemaking is essentially an

ongoing process that ‘continues and consolidates itself with each event of significance
that adds to the sense of home by overcoming the obstacles which might diminish it’
(Dayaratne & Kellett, 2008, p.66)

argue that we should pay more attention to the

dynamic of home-unmaking: First, it exists in the ‘life-course of all homes and is
experienced by all home dwellers at some point in their housing biographies’ (Baxter
& Brickell, 2014) and peoples domestic lives are rarely fixed or predictable, but rather

dynamic and varied. Secondly, home-unmaking is a generative process where it has
the potential to be both ‘liberating and disempowering.’(Baxter & Brickell, 2014) It is
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now established that home is an ambiguously experienced ‘space of belonging and
alienation, intimacy and violence, desire and fear’, (Blunt & Varley, 2004, p.3)
meaning that dwelling and belonging ‘at home’ is rarely a completed endeavour.
Thirdly, the process of home-unmaking requires careful mapping to define what sort
of 'home' is being destroyed. (Baxter & Brickell, 2014) Essentially, we need to
scrutinise the effect of displacement and displaced relations with home without
presupposing a nature disconnection between people and place because of mobility or
pathology of home. (Ahmed, 2003) In this research, I will focus on one scale of the
geography of homes: House-as-home.

Unhomely home: home(un)making in housing precarity

Despite recent studies on home which emphasises that house, the residence people
have behind four walls, is only one of the many spatial typologies that sense of home
is attached and dwellers do not always find their house to be naturally secured
places,( (Blunt & Dowling, 2006) many residents I spoke to still consider their rented
apartments as an important location where a sense of home and sense of security is
created or lost. The house-as-home embedded such simultaneity of home and also in
its transient nature due to rental precarity and another type of precarity in life is the
main theme that I want to explore.

As the previous chapter has illustrated, deregulation in the private housing market has
created an imbalance power-relation between landlords and tenants, which manifested

in the condition of readiness to move for tenants. Tenants are much more prone to
evictions due to lack of legal protection, and they also experienced uncertainties with
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regard to their rental where the time to move and duration of stay are hard to negotiate,
often be dependent on landlords' discretion. Understandably, this is the condition
where tenants stay in their rented house and build their "home". Most of the time, their
houses are also embedded these rental uncertainties. It is the place where migranttenants are denied such opportunities of maintaining a sense of home and where the
un-homing process began.

It is common for tenants I spoke with to say that their rented house is not a place that
they feel secured and these perceptions are connected to a wide range of conditions of
the house. Tenants suggested many aspects of their experience to illustrate how they
did not feel that their houses were secured. These aspects include the materiality of the
house (the houses are poorly maintained, especially during the time where urban
redevelopment is expected) to the rental instability (an absence of prolonged contract).
These struggles tenants faced are not only the result of larger spatial-political forces
around renting in Hong Kong, but it also reflects a common aspiration among tenants:
maintaining a stable and safe residence is a location for grounding and creating a sense
of home. In the previous chapter, I have mentioned the story of Bashar who has grown

accustomed to moving houses because of contract termination and rental raise. I once
asked what he thinks about home and he gave me this response:

‘To me, a home is about being safe, do not have to worry about this or that. Do
not have to worry about the wall being bad and drop on you. If I know I can
stay longer, maybe forever. Then I will say that it is my home.’
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Bashar's narrative about what a home is being perceived and imagined is important for
many tenants who still considered their rented house not a home because of the absence
of these qualities. This is the first aspect of un-homing.

In most cases, tenants have to face appalling housing conditions since they are poorly
maintained by landlords. During the interviews, tenants describe how items in the
housing interior can evolve negative feeling towards the rented residence and add to
their sense of precarity as a tenants. Water leaks during rainy seasons, paints are falling
apart and there are cracks on the wall. All of these materialities reinforce tenants' sense
of insecurity and uncertainties. Parth, for example, who self-managed his relationship
with landlords in the stories we have mentioned in the previous chapter, also shared
with me his worries about his housing interiors and his struggle torepair when we first
meet at his home.

When I entered the house, the cracks on the ceiling were the first thing Parth wanted
to show me. These cracks extended to 2 to 3 meters and Parth reminded me of how
poor the living condition is and wanted me to ‘see the truth’ about the problem in his

house so that I can ‘understand his feelings’ better. Prath explained to me that these
signs represent a long battle he has with his landlords to get repairing work in the
house. By the time of the interview, these safety issues were still unresolved. In

general, the place he lived was poorly maintained because the landlord had been
repeatedly refused to do repair work.
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Figure 7 Falling debris from the ceiling at Parth’s home

Parth recalled one incident during his second contract with a landlord in 2015 after he
returned from visiting India. When he entered the house after the trip, he shockingly
discovered that the celling of the living room had collapsed. Still with strong emotions,
he narrates his experience,

‘Everything has fallen, you can see the colour (of the ceiling) when we saw that
we could not enter the house. We are too shocked! Can you imagine? It is not
safe, and we would lose our lives if we come back early! We then call the agent
because we cannot talk to the landlord but only through an agent. I asked him
to fix the problem. How can they let us live like this! They found someone and
fix it.’

This experience made him extremely worried about the condition of the house, and he
tried to ask the landlord to make more repairs, a request that the landlord refused.
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‘You can see many things are falling; the water is leaking here. The landlord

was shameless. He told me to do whatever I want to do. But he is benefiting. I
am paying $4500 every month, and he should fix things. We are always worried
about what can be done, what will happen. We always ask the building

department to come, and they came for a few times. We faxed the report to the
landlord, but for two years nobody has been here to fix it.’

By that time, the house was included in the urban redevelopment project. In order to
be entitled for relocation arrangement by the the Urban Renewal Authority, Parth had
to continue living in the apartment until the URA’s acquisition. For that reason, he had
to put up with the condition of the house. Many tenants I spoke to also shared similar
feelings about the condition of their houses. Parth’s narrative suggested that the
material conditions of the house can produce bodily and affective reaction among
tenants, creating a sense of ‘danger’ at home and contributing to the phenomenological
aspect of housing precarity, rending these houses they are living ‘unhomely’.

The second aspect of un-homing is closely connected to the imbalance power-relations
between landlords and tenants under the current private rental regime. In the previous
chapter, I have discussed how the private rental regime leads to housing precarity

among tenant, which reflects on their powerlessness in controlling their mobility. Such
powerlessness is also embedded in tenants' home where the former continues to assert
control over not only the mobility of tenants but their internal space and their ability

to ‘draw boundaries’.(Steiner & Veel, 2017) In this sense, home-unmaking is a process
that erodes tenants' ability to control their housing space, from making the changes to
169

the interior, making a symbolic separation between private/public (from landlord
control) or to fence off demands from landlords over their use of space. (H. Taylor,
2015)

This form of un-homing is best illustrated by Aisha's story. Aisha is a migrant from
Pakistan, who arrived in Hong Kong less than one year ago at the time of the interview.
I met Aisha through Bashar who helped me with the translation because they belonged
to the same extended family. She had found this house with the help from family and
through an agent that Bashar was familiar with. But she was not aware that her landlord
did not know her tenants were from Pakistan and the later became more cautious and
had excessive demands for Aisha. Aisha recalled,

‘One day, the landlady came here to collect the rent. I opened the door, and
she seemed surprised, and she asked us if we are renting here or some other
friends are renting this place. After she knows that we are the tenants, she tells
us in English that we should be good tenants. We should pay rent on time, and
she does not want any damage to the apartment. She thinks we will damage the

house and she started telling us not to put holes on the wall; we should keep
the wall clean; and that we should keep the kitchen clean.’

While racial stereotypes of Pakistani tenants were clearly invoked in her demands, the
landlady’s expectations on a ‘proper’ house produced the effect of policing and
pressure on tenants to act a certain way in the house. It has an effect on Aisha on how

she feels in the house.
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‘I always feel that the landlady is watching us. She comes every time personally
to collect rent, and I think she is always checking the condition of the house. I
sometimes feel that she could come at any moment and check on us. I am very
scared and worried. I do not like being watched by the landlady.’

Burrell’s (2014) research on private tenants in the United Kingdom and the
materialities of their house also demonstrates how increasing housing precarity and
tenants' home-(un)making practices are connected. She argues that key homemaking
practices for tenants, which are ‘the attempt to carve out private places within
domestic spaces’ (Burrell, 2014, p.162) should be understood as a process that is
always ongoing but ‘consumes unlimited emotional, physical, and material energy
nevertheless.’ (Burrell, 2014, p.162) And through close investigation on these (failed)
attempts to create boundaries to fend off ‘outside force’: landlords and perceived
hostile community, reveal ‘one of the fundamental contradictions of place; the inherent
openness of localities versus the desire to keep them closed and stable.’ (Burrell, 2014,
p.162)

and that ‘this desire to create private space, and to stabilise and shut places

down, emanates from a far wider context of precarity, change, uncertainty and

inequality.’ (Burrell, 2014, p.163)

Aisha's story also suggests how a home is not a confined place, which is private and

enclosed behind four walls. It is relational because its conditions and materialities are
subjected to influence from outside forces, whether it is the economy, rental relations
or demands from landlord. Despite these relational constraints, tenants attempt to

create and maintain a boundary of what is defined as ‘private’ is common during my
fieldwork. Practices which we will mention in the later part of the chapter are their
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ways to carve their ‘own space’ and exercise their agencies. These negotiations are not
always successful. As Aishia's narrative has shown, the landlady’s absence-presence
continues to subvert how the line of privacy can be drawn. They make demands as to
how things in the house should be maintained and restrict tenants’ ability to arrange
their own space. In many of my interviews with tenants, it is not uncommon that they
are aware that there are certain implicit or explicit rules suggested by landlords as to
how to keep the space. These rule might not be based on racial stereotypes as Aishia's
landlord have displayed, but these rules nonetheless suggest how landlords under the
current rental regulations have the ability to exert their power over the use of space
from tenants, based on their imagination of what is a proper use of space.

The third aspect of un-homing is connected to migrant-tenants' own housing
trajectories, their expectations of home and the memories of past homes they carry
along in their mobility. As we have discussed, home is never a finished project. (Blunt
& Dowling, 2006) It is always an ongoing process which requires both material and
emotional labour of residents to construct a home they desire. (S. Taylor, 2015)
Migrant-tenants construct homes with reference to previous experiences in their

former residences, from their place of origin or other places they have stayed in Hong
Kong. In these processes, there are constraints and resistance, derived from particular
housing situations, rental condition, financial situations, in a new context that restricts

how homes can be recreated and migrant-tenants need to negotiate. (H. Taylor, 2015)

David, a recent asylum seeker from Uganda who moved to Hong Kong to escape from

political repression two years ago, explained to me why the house his family was
renting was not an ideal home for him.
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‘When I travelled to Hong Kong, it was quick. I did not know much about Hong
Kong. I did not know where I am going to live. But I did not know I will be
living in such a small house. I think Hong Kong is a big and modern city. But
people live in terrible conditions. The place I stay in is very small and in very
poor condition. This is so different from my house back in Uganda.’

David then showed me a few pictures of his old house in Uganda on his phone. It was
a two-storey house with four rooms with many furniture and electronic appliances that
he considered important for a "modern and safe" home. He lamented as he pointed at
the surrounding. ‘Can you understand why I feel this is not my home now?’

David's narrative points out that the sense of loss is a result of the huge contrast with
his previous homing experience and the differences between housing condition in
Uganda and Hong Kong. At first glance, David’s imagination of home is based on a
middle-class imagination of a secured home which is based on the self-perception of
economic autonomy and successes, which might not be shared by all asylum seekers

or are universal in Uganda. Nonetheless, the difficulties he experiences to recreate this
sense of home in Hong Kong contributes to the un-homing process, eroding his
attachment to his rented apartment.

Owing to the monetary constraint of asylum seekers in Hong Kong, many of them will
have to resort to other arrangements such as sharing houses with other asylum seekers

or look for extra rental support from a non-governmental organisation so that they can
afford the ever-increasing rent in Hong Kong. Asylum seekers might sometimes
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choose to pair up with friends that they are familiar with, but on some occasions, NGO
or charity groups would assign flatmates to them. Asylum seekers might find it hard
to reject these arrangements. Sanjay who was being forced to repay rent to the URA
also had a roommate assigned to him by the ISS, the non-governmental organisation
that handle daily matters and expanses of asylum seekers in Hong Kong. Sanjay, an
asylum seeker from India, recalled the conflict he had with his former Egyptian
roommate,

‘One day ISS people tell me I have a roommate, and then he came. We share
this (bunk) bed together in this small room. He was ok at first. But then he did
not feel ok. Sometimes he shout loudly in the house in the middle of the night,
maybe because of bad dreams. Sometimes he came back very late, and that
woke me up. We cannot talk to each other. We do not understand each other.
One time we had a huge fight. He came back drunk and then when he was
sleeping. I felt maybe he was pissing because I feel some water dropping from
the top bunk bed. I woke him up and asked him to clean it, but he was not so
awaked. We had a huge fight, and then I asked the people in ISS to find me

another roommate because I cannot live with him. But for a few months, we
are living like that.’

Sanjay's roommate eventually left when Sanjay one day realised roommate’s
belongings were gone. I asked if Sanjay wanted another roommate,
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‘I don't want to live with some other people, except maybe my friends. But I
don't have a choice. They might tell me tomorrow that someone is coming,
and I will share. I don't have money to rent, so I don't have a choice.’

The sense of dependency is not uncommon among asylum seekers in the system that
relies on exclusive subsidised system from NGOs and government agencies to
maintain their daily life and housing need. (Jacobsen, 2016) Sanjay's narrative suggests
that the un-homing process, the loss of sense of security was a result of lacking in
power to control whom they can live with and how they are living in Hong Kong.

In this section, I have described a number of scenarios where migrant-tenants feel a
sense of loss, uncertainty, lack of safety and powerlessness in their rented homes,
These processes of un-homing are connected to rental housing precarity, specifically
related to the general imbalance of power-relations between tenants and landlords, as
much as other factors such as precarity under the asylum-seeking system and tenants'
migration experience. These experiences of un-homing has destabilised the existing
perception of house-as-home for migrant-tenants. These perceptions might be

connected to a normalised image of a house-as-home where it is a place of
ontologically secured and where the boundary of the private can be marked. (Burrell,
2014) However, such occasions might also enable the possibility of reimagining new

forms of home and homing practices under such housing precarity. (Baxter & Brickell,
2014)
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Ephemeral homes: homemaking in housing precarity

People make home sometimes not in the condition of one's choosing. In spite of
limitations and constraints, migrant-tenants' relations with their rented house are far
beyond simply one about distancing and detachment. (Blunt & Dowling, 2006) On the
one hand, the experience of rental housing precarity and un-homing is vivid and acute
for tenants I have encountered. On the other, these rented houses are spaces where
tenants will spend much of time staying in everyday life. We should therefore not
simply consider these precarious houses as a place of ‘alienation’ (Madden & Marcuse,
2016) and a space of absence. Migrant-tenants’ homes are also places where a sense
of alienation and un-homeliness are continuously challenged, negotiated and resisted.
(Lancione, 2019b) Home-making is a continuous process in which migrants-tenants
negotiate the constraints placed upon them and carve a ‘home’ within these contexts.
(Lancione, 2019a) In my fieldwork, I have encountered various emplacement
strategies that enable tenants to create, however ephemeral and tentative it might be, a
sense of belonging, control and security in their precarious residences. In some cases,
it involves reimagining what a home might be other than a place that builds upon the
boundary of the private, personalised safety and control. (Baxter & Brickell, 2014)

One way of making a home is to change the interior setting of the house to produce a

sense of personal security and new meaning to the space. (Burrell, 2014) As mentioned
in the previous chapter, it is not uncommon that tenants have to preform most of the
repairing duty if landlords refuse to do so. This is a way for tenants to maintain

liveability of the house and to reduce the danger they faced from poor maintenance.
Other than that, doing repair work can also create a symbolic connection between
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tenants and the house. These practices allow tenants to create ‘a place of their own’.
One of the examples which help explain this homemaking process is the practice of
wall painting. In my fieldwork, three tenants I have interviewed have routinely repaint
the house when they moved in. For some landlords, this practice is welcomed because
tenants are performing free maintaining work for them; but in some cases, landlords
complain because they see this as an infringement to the rights of landlords to have
control over the spatial setting and interior of the house. Hamza, who had moved three
times in the last eight years, emphasised to me that one of the first things he did when
he moved in a new place was to repaint the whole house. He explained that his landlord
did not always welcome these moves, but he continually performed this task. He
explained his insistence to paint a wall with two major reasons, to create a sense of
security and belonging,

‘I need to paint the wall because sometimes the wall is in terrible shape. The
landlord doesn't do it because they don't want to spend money. But then I am
living in the house. I am sleeping, eating, resting in the house. I will have to do
it (the repair). I don't want water leakage or falling debris. I want my family to

feel safe and not get hurt.’

Later he elaborated that there are other concerns that motivate him to paint the wall,

‘I always use white paints. I like white paint because it makes the house clean.
I want to make the house better for my family and me. I paint the whole house

and every room with white paint. One time my landlord complained that I
should not do it because it is his house, he doesn't like the colour. But every
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time if I come home it will be nicer when I see I painted this house. It makes
me feel like I have my own place. It is the colour I like. It is not the landlord’s
place.’

Figure 8 Repainting work by an interviewee

There are different practices where tenants can create boundaries and construct a sense
of attachment to the place. In some cases, making changes to the interior of the house,

such as painting wall, is considered less likely for tenants as landlords might
specifically forbid these practices. Also, if the way tenants negotiate for a sense of
security by processing spatial and practical knowledge of living everyday life in a

place, this familiarity is always precarious under the current rental condition in Hong
Kong, because tenants do not know how and when they will move. Placing and owning
objects inside the house become another way to make the house more homely. Since

many tenants are frequent movers or have expectations of moving, they normally do
not own many furniture because this might increase the time and effort to move.
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However, it does not prevent tenants from owning and accumulating items that they
think are important to them to construct a home. These mobile objects are integral to
the practice of making a mobile home. (Miller, 2001) During my fieldworks, I have
identified three ways these material possessions at home, from TV sets, refrigerator to
other items that tenants own and brought along in their housing trajectories, allowing
them to subvert the um-homely feeling of the house or overcome the feeling of
uncertainty: These items evoke a sense of control and ownership, construct the homes
tenants aspire and allow tenants to form a symbolic connection with former homes.
These motivations often intersect with one another and reflect upon migrant-tenants’
relations with their home possessions.

Some items help create a sense of belonging at home because they mark the presence
of tenants in the houses, sometimes by negotiating the binary of private/public,
internal/external through things. (Burrell, 2014) These items not only signify the
individual consumers' identity (Kochan, 2016) or mark individual taste (Burrell, 2014)
or the functionality of these home accessories, but also enable tenants to put an anchor
of identification in the house. Such is the case for Hamid and his family, who has been

moving extensively for the last twelve years. Having to constantly pack and repack, I
was curious whether he would not want to own furniture in order to remain flexible
and mobile. However, there are two items that he will bring along no matter how bulky

they are: a refrigerator and bunk bed. He told me the bunk bed is a functional item as
much as one that brewed with memory and signified his struggles as a migrant in Hong
Kong.
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"At the very beginning, I was the only one in Hong Kong, and I was staying
with friends. I do not need to have many things and then a later they came (his
wife and three sons). We are a big family, so we need to have our own place,
and then we need to rent a bigger place. Still, we don't have much space
because we can't rent big houses. Then I need to have a bunk bed because we
don't have that many spaces. Before I would just find a second-hand bed, you
can find them on the street and store, because it is cheaper. And if you move
you don't want to buy a new one. But they are sometimes of very poor quality.
Maybe there will be termite and insect, so I don't like the bunk bed. But I am
not sure I want to buy a new one. Later a friend also coming from Pakistan told
me that maybe I could make one. He told me where to buy the metal (bar) and
also wood and put them together with some help in a shop. It can be dismantled
but then still very strong. We use this bed for five years, and you can see it is
still good. I think I will use it until I go to public housing. If it is big enough, I
will use it in the new house and also the refrigerators. (referring to the two
refrigerators in the living room) These are big refrigerators and can store a
lot of meat for the whole family. I saw it someday, and I think that was what I

want to have in my home. So I brought them, but they are big for our small
house now. Maybe in the future, when we go to public housing, we will have
more space."

Hamid's narrative suggests that immaterial feeling can have material backing.
(Hurdley, 2013) The sense of home was generated by connecting to things that are

representative of tenants' agency for creating a home as much as of their grounding
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process in new places as a migrant. (H. Taylor, 2015) Moreover, these Items can also
signify what an image of house-as-home that they are aspired to create.

Not every migrant-tenants I talked to can afford many housing items. The quality and
quantity of their home possessions are conditioned by the financial resources they can
mobilise. This is not only the case for migrant-tenants who are coming from a lowerincome background but also asylum seekers, whose material possessions are very
limited, given their lack of income. As mentioned, it is not uncommon for migranttenants to look for furniture from second-hand shops but also around the
neighbourhood when they are being discarded on the street. Hence, finding the ‘right’
and ‘desirable’ items are defined by luck - the items made available for them in a
second-hand shop, on the street and also by donations (especially for asylum
seekers).15 Thus, aside from ‘waiting’ for items to appear, tenants develop creative
ways to forge new symbolic connect with things they found by chance in the homemaking process. These examples include a microwave oven found on a street which
fulfils one tenants' aspiration to have a ‘modern home’ with ‘modern’ house appliances
and a Chinese wooden Buddhist figure stand from a second-hand shop that was being

refurbished into a Hindu home worship place. These stories suggested that the
networks of things at home embedded certain laxity that go beyond functionalities and
fixed cultural identity of things represented.

15

However, these donations included a very limited variety of things. I have visited one such charity
group that runs a donation centre for asylum seekers. Asylum seekers received items such as clothes,
mobile phones, to dishes. But many items are not always available because the centre received
donations from predominately rich and middle-class families in Hong Kong and what will be available
are also dependent on what these families considered as "residual" and "necessary for basic survival".
One time one asylum seekers would want a mobile phone that has internet connectivity, but the
donated phones do not have that function. One staff explained to me jokingly that some families
might be considered their older generation phone useful for an asylum seeker, but in fact, asylum
seeker might not necessarily think so.
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Although one of my attempts has been to understand the practice of ‘dwelling-in-

travel’ (Clifford, 1997) of mobile tenants in their home space which is transient in
nature due to rental precarity without presupposing home has an original reference that
can be returned to in their place of origin. (Ahmed, 2003) Some stories reminded me

of how the past homing experience continually serve as the reference to inform how
home should be made in a new place of residence, especially when some of them have
their connection with their former homes ended in rupture drastically. (H. Taylor,

2015)

Figure 9 Items that are being accumulated in one asylum seeker’s room
a refrigerator, a microwave oven, a washing machine and other items he picked up on the street, given as
donations and from second-hand shop.

David who told me how he was saddened by the huge contrast between the place he
owned in Uganda and the small rented, shared apartment he lives in Hong Kong. H

had a large floor mirror in his small living room in his apartment in To Ka Wan. I did
not pay any attention to it at first when I visited his home. It was a large standing
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mirror. One day, I visited again, and we were having tea in the afternoon and was
engaging in a conversation about his visit to the social centre for asylum seekers.
Suddenly, he pointed to the mirror and said ‘Do you remember the pictures I show you
last time about my home in Uganda? Can you remember there is a mirror just like
that?’ I was not very sure, and he showed me the picture again. In the picture, there
was a similar kind of standing mirror in the living room in the house David owned in
Uganda. The standing mirror, however, was in a different colour. I asked if this mirror
in the old house had any special meaning to him and that this new mirror was very
special. He answered,

"No, it is just a normal mirror. I walked around and found this mirror. But I
think this mirror is like the one I had in my old house and I really like it. So, I
bring it back. I want to make it like my house."

Figure 10 A Second hand store in To Kwa Wai
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As Lancione (2019a) argue, home is ‘a space of belonging, made of material cultures
and contested affections: a coming together of the human and non-human which is not
defined in advance by its form and is not restricted to specific places or
artefacts.’(Lancione, 2019a, p.14) What David's narrative suggests is that the sense of
home is evoked in things that are placed in a new context and create a sense of
connection to his former home. In this case, a generic item can become the reference
by which sense of familiarity can be created.

What I have described so far are practices of homemaking that concerns how tenants
derive a sense of home through construct a boundary of the private, evoke a sense of
familiarity with reference to the former home and create a desired home by using,
owning, and appropriating things. In my fieldwork, this is by no means all of the
homemaking practices I see. These continuous efforts of tenants to construct a home
in a space that is transient in nature. As Blunt & Dowling (2006)) suggests, home by
no means is a place where binary can be clearly drawn between outside/inside,
private/public, secured/unsecured. What I have also noticed in my fieldwork is that
some tenants began to adopt a different method of homemaking that also destabilises

the normalised version of home that they carried, as a private home that offers a
personalised sense of security and belonging are no longer available. One such
example is Siva, whom we have mentioned at the beginning of the chapter. He always

emphasise in our conversation that the place he stays is more than just a place for
himself. He has been able to host his friends in his house. Every Wednesday, some
friends from within To Kwa Wan would visit Siva. They have dinner and chat through

many hours into the night. One day I joined one of the dinners they have. I asked why
they like to come to this house. one of them told me,
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‘The house I am staying is very crowded; I like to be here to talk and meet

friends here because there is more space.’

Siva responded,

‘Yes, I also want to have friends here. Sometimes it is not good to be home
alone all the time because you feel depressed. You start to worry about many

things, about life now in Hong Kong and my future, about where you want to
go, what you will do next. We also want to have a place to talk and eat.
Sometimes it is not easy to stay outside. It is hot, but also people sometimes see

you as different. So it is good that I have this place.’

Siva's ability to afford a place of his own without having to share with a roommate
allows him to have control over the house. His sense of home in the house is built upon
not only controlling the space or that it is confined where he can create a boundary
between the inside and outside. His sense of home derives from the removal those
boundaries. Home become a place where he can build connections with others,
functioning as a communal space where he can negotiate isolation and worried derived
from his uncertainty being an asylum seeker in Hong Kong. Siva's story reminded me
that home-as-house are always relational in nature (Massey, 2005) and it is an open
process that allows different possibilities of making and imagining homes. (Blunt &
Dowling, 2006)
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Longing for a future home

The desire for movement also overlapped with many migrants' expectation for better
living condition and a ‘home’, which has been denied in the current private rental
regime: Poor housing condition and housing precarity stand in contrast to their housing

experience in their past trajectory in other countries. Public housing thus presents a
desirable destination for migrant-tenants, given they are able to access these housing.
However, many of them are being placed on this waiting list for years before moving

into a public housing estate. When I spoke to tenants, I find that public housing is
appealing not only because of the stable contract and below market rate rent, but also
because it offers a sense of security which is denied in their rented house. Public

housing offers them more control over the use of space.

At the end of my fieldwork, I followed Bashar along on his relocation process after his

family was granted a public housing in Sham Shui Po, a district which is around 1520 mins of bus ride from his rented house that was being redeveloped by the URA.
Bashar told me that he was relieved because he can finally have a ‘home’. To prepare
for moving, he had discarded some furniture he had throughout his housing trajectory,
including the bunk bed which he had been using for the last five years. He told me that
this bed is old and carry some bad memory about having to stay in subdivided housing.
He also citied a practical reason: he worried that it might be infested with lice.
Additionally, as he was moving into public housing, he wanted to buy new furniture
that is durable so that it will suit the new house.
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Figure 11 Bashar's new home in public housing

Figure 12 room division inside public housing in Bashar’s home

The public housing apartment allocated to Bashar's family was designed to house a 45 members household in a brand-new public housing estate. The apartment was around
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400 square feet in size and was not divided into rooms when Brasher was granted
access, except with a separated kitchen and a toilet. Before they moved in, Bashar's
family discussed how they wanted to modify the room. They decided that they would
divide the space into two bedrooms and one living room and the modification process
lasted for a month before Bashar family finally moved in. Bashar told me,

"The places I lived in were very small, and I had to move a lot, so I didn’t want
to buy more things to carry with me. But now we have a bigger place, and I
know I can stay longer in this house. I can put many more things in my house
and buy the furniture I want. I can do even put a nail on the wall without
worrying about landlords. I think now I finally have a home.”

In comparison to the former rental homes which landlords' authority is constantly
looming and affect the spatial practices of tenants, public housing apartment offers
more agency for tenants to control over spatial arrangements inside their house.
These practices include making changes in the interior arrangement of the house,
placing objects in the house.

Moving into public housing could also mean breaking down the transient home that
tenants have constructed to negotiate housing precarity in earlier housing trajectory.

In June 2018, I joined a meeting of a self-help group for recent female migrants from
china organised by an NGO which advocates housing rights and migrant rights.
Almost all migrants who have joined this group are living in To Kwa Wan with their

family, and all of them are renting subdivided housing. Throughout the meeting, they
expressed dissatisfaction with their living conditions. During the first half of the
188

gathering, tenants discussed their problems from the dispute with landlords on the
rental issue and utility bill to application to public housing. They asked for assistance
from fellow participants and activists. The theme of this meeting is about the future
planning of To Kwa Wan and the role of the URA in the process. In an attempt to raise
awareness among this group of migrant-tenants about the impending removal of lowerclass residents from To Ka Wan, an activist inform the participants about the proposed
redevelopment plan of this district, the lack of planning for lower-class housing from
the URA and the lack of protection for tenants in general in the city. Most participants
echoed the activist's analysis. For some, this is a familiar story they have heard since
joining the group, and for the new members, they have the first-hand experience of
poor housing for lower-class tenants.

After the meeting, I spoke to two of the more senior members of the group. One of
them have been living in Hong Kong for more than seven years and had just recently
been allocated a public housing in Chun Lee Estate, Kwun Tong. This was great news
among the group, as it was commonly felt that the wait for public housing was long
and exhausting. The first tenant has been waiting with her husband for seven years.

Under the policy, family households and households with elderly members are
prioritised. Despite that, it takes years for many families to eventually move into public
housing, a situation which contradicts the policy promise for a maximum/average

three-year waiting period on a queue. Other tenants eagerly asked how she planned for
the house - if she would buy new furniture and how much she would spend on
decorating it. This heated discussion mirrors the desire of many tenants in the group.

Public rental housing presents a hope by which they could escape years enduring
under-maintained home, high rent and eviction. However, relocation to public housing
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also means that one senior member of the group will have to leave To Kwa Wan and
will have difficulties joining the meeting again. I asked the tenant if she would rather
stay in To Kwa Wan if there would be public housing in the area. She nodded ‘Yes, of
course. I like this area, and I know people here. But what can you do? I also want lower
rent and better living condition.’

The second tenants I spoke to, Don Mei joined our conversation. As one of the vocal
proponents of building public housing in To Kwa Wan in the group, She shared the
feeling of dilemma of her fellow tenants and explained to me that this is what tenants
would feel if they are under this situation. ‘Who would want to keep worrying about
landlords and rent increase if they have a choice?’

Don Mei was soon facing a similar dilemma. Since she migrated to Hong Kong 3 years
ago, she has been living in To Kwa Wan. She was evicted once in three years, which
was much less often when comparing to other tenants. But she explained to me that
she expected she would stay for a longer time at her current house. She attributed this
to her friendly landlord.

‘I heard many stories about other people's landlords, but mine is nice. He
helped me changed the broken lamp. He also tells me to ask for help if I need.’

The group and her friends formed a supportive network, and it was another reason
she cited for continuing to live in the current house, or at least in the neighbourhood.

They regularly visit each other and share some of the reproductive labour: they take
shift to pick up children from school, sharing information about the neighbourhood
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from places to buy to update on government subsidies programme. Don Mei's house
also become a meeting place for the group.

However, her rented home has been included in the renewal program recently and that
a state-initiated urban renewal programme comes with the possibility of relocation to
public housing if the tenant meets the requirement as a ‘rightful’ tenant. Since there
are very few public housings and no relocation housing buildings by the URA in the
neighbourhood, the possibility of moving into other districts is high. Given the
supportive networks and a friendly tide with landlords she established, our
conversation began to shift to the consideration she had for her relocation. In our
interview, we began to talk about relocation arrangement and the lack of them in the
current policy. It is not an unfamiliar topic to her since she has been an active member
of the migrant-tenants group advocating the same issue.

‘I hope I can get relocated. But what the government should do is relocate us
in the same area. I am familiar with this area, I have many friends here, and
we can help each other. But there are very few public housing estates in the
area. There are many expensive houses, and they (government and private
developers) are building more of them. It is, of course, the problem with the
government and the problem with the URA.’

Moving on from the criticism of the current pro-rich housing policies, I shifted the
topic carefully into more intimate topics about her own experience and feelings as a
tenant. We exchanged opinions about housing struggles and experience in previous
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movements that strived for the same area relocation. At one point, I asked. ‘Do you
want to stay in To Kwa Wan, when there is no public housing here that the URA can
provide you?’ I became hesitant right after I asked this question, knowing that I might
have contradicted her early claim about staying in the neighbourhood and that my
question might be read as a challenge to test her endurance to substantiate the claim
for the right to stay in the neighbourhood. She lamented:

‘I know this is a hard question. I will have to face it a few years later. I want
to stay here. But if you ask me if I have to choose between public housing and
renting places like now. I know I will have to choose public housing. I guess
everyone would do the same. Who doesn’t not want to relocate to public
housing?’

After we stopped for a few seconds to ponder her answer, she said,

‘I know I like to live in To Kwa Wan, But I also want lower rent, and I also
don't want to worry about contract renewal and increase rent anymore. I might

have a good landlord now, but who knows what will happen next.’

Don Mei was the very few tenants whom I have encountered that had articulation so

vividly and clearly about her spatial attachment and social relationships that grounded
in her everyday life. Don Mei's desire to move out of private rental housing seems to
be contradicting: her willingness to sacrifice part of her living which she considered

as desirable and to be relocated to public housing in another district. This sacrifice also
included being away from the supporting network she has built for the last few years
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and her home where all these different networks, which included shared care work and
emotional support to each other, are located. Therefore, her displacement’ experience
and the move toward public housing, includes the uprooting of familiar spatial setting
and her ‘home’ which she had constructed and rely on in the time of rental precarity
and also social precarity as being a migrant in Hong Kong. It reminds us of the fact
that what public housing offers are conditional security and relative freedom, which is
part of a larger spatial-political arrangement on rental housing that limit tenants’ right
to control their own mobility.

Conclusion: Sense of home in displacement

Urban displacement entails a rupture of the relations between place and people that
occur on the level of the symbolic, material and also affective. (Davidson, 2009)(Valli,
2015) as much as a violent form of "un-homing". (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019) In this
chapter, I continue my exploration of how rental precarity in Hong Kong takes effect
on the lives of migrant-tenants, specifically their un-homing experience within their
house-as-home. The imbalanced relationship between landlords and tenants embedded
in current private rental regime does not only create a sense of readiness to move, but
it also reduces the tenants’ ability to make home, destabilising their impression of a
home being a secured, stable and private space. This is reflected in their failed practices

of taking control of the materialities in their home-space and creating a separation of
the private/public, therefore making their rented apartments into a space of alienation
and prompting them to move in the future, ideally into public housing.
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However, this is not the end of the story of how we understand urban displacement
and its capacity to destruct homes. In the context of increasing (forced) mobility and
housing precarity for tenants, one of the central arguments of this research is that home
is not static spatial containment where a sense of attachment is natural (build upon
cultural and social identity) and constructed only with longevity. (Duyvendak, 2011)
This way of framing home risks overlooking the sufferings in un-homing of mobile
subjects such as migrate-tenants and their capacity to make-space, hence denying their
right to place their dwelling. Taylor (2015) and Turton (2005) both argue that within
refugee studies there had been a strong tendency to avoid discussing the
constructedness of home because it will allow the government to continue ignoring the
right of refugees and their claims to be displaced. As Turton (2005) explains, ‘If there
is no natural link between people and place, the logic goes, then there is no great loss
when those people have to move, as they can simply find a new home elsewhere.’
(Turton, 2005) If we consider how the Urban Renewal Authority discussed the social
impact of displacement in their urban redevelopment project (See chapter 1) and the
absence of any policy related to institutional support for ‘short-stay’ tenants being
relocated to public housing concerting their loss of community connection and loss of

place justify such worries within the context of urban displacement.

Throughout my research process, the migrant-tenants I met were constantly making

homes, carving out a space of belonging, attachment and security through forming new
symbolic and affective relations with materialities, such as wall paints and mobile
objects, at home. In some occasions, they forged new ephemeral homes by stabilising

and normalising the separation of the public/private, a quality that usually associates
with ‘home’ However, there are also ways that suggest this normalised idea of home
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were destabilised and make ways for practices to make new forms of house-as-home.
These are ways that migrant-tenants resist and challenge the conditions of private
rental precarity, alienation in their house and the landlord's power over their places and
lives.
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Conclusion
A Localised preceptive on urban displacement in Hong Kong

In early 2019, To Kwa Wan Redevelopment Concern Group, a local organising
initiative with a combined effort of residents and housing activists, which I am also a
part of, gathered on open ground for a community meeting. It has been almost three
years since the urban redevelopment projects were announced in the neighbourhood
and relocations process have begun after the URA purchased a number of apartments
in the area. Nonetheless, issues surrounding relocation and compensation arrangement
and others related to their living condition still concerned many residents who were
still living inside the projects. There had been numerous meetings held over the past
years, and collectively they had been striving for same area relocations for residents
and shops and the URA intervention in dealing with rental increase and eviction by
private landlords. Close to 50 residents, mostly tenants, had attended the meeting that
night, among them, locals, migrants from China, Pakistanis, Indians and a few asylum
seekers. There were some familiar faces among the group, whom I had talked to over
the past few years in the district as well as new faces emerged after they had become
interested in the collective effort as the time of relocation was approaching. The theme
of the meeting was to inform residents about the progress of relocation, discussing the
demands of the concern group and tactics that concern group would use to pressure
URA to accept those demands. By the end of the night, the agreed demands for this
particular meeting seemed banal and conservative: tenants demanded to be resettled to
the public housing with the same size guaranteed under the housing authority scheme.
There was no powerful slogan condemning the imminent eviction of tenants by the
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growth machine, the removal of an entire neighbourhood, or the highly financialised
housing market in Hong Kong.

Figure 13 Outdoor meeting of local community redevelopment concern group in To Ka Wan

When I began as a student activist in 2011, it was perhaps not the kind of urban
struggles against the existing developmentalist regime that I envisioned. Building upon
the momentum after the series of anti-development struggle centred around urban
space and mega infrastructure project in the 2000s, I thought there would be heavy
clashes and eviction scenes, where displaced people and activists lay their bodies in
front of bulldozers and eviction squads to resist private capitals, government and the
URA’s advances and to agonize over the loss of their homes. This was how one could
anticipate the struggle against eviction and how the questions around spatial justice
and right to the city could be articulated in these clear antagonistic terms.
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These events were, however, not the scenes that happen every day on the ground of
displacement and not what my work with urban movement groups entailed. More time
was dedicated to informing residents about their rights under state policies, listening
to their stories about having to live under appalling housing conditions, their worries
about landlords, mediating the communality and differences between tenants who are
of different interests, backgrounds and differentiated rights under citizenship
management regime, writing lettering to the URA asking for better relocation
arrangement, pushing the boundary and limitations of existing policies, and most of
all, navigating the desire, expectation and frustration from tenants about searching for
an ideal home in Hong Kong.

On the one hand, the effect of urban redevelopment in Hong Kong is tangible. In many,
if not all, of the redevelopment projects initiated by the Urban Renewal Authority,
eviction of an entire community happened, which eventually led to a total upgrading
in terms of demographic composition, aesthetic and rent/property value in the
redeveloped zone. On the other hand, as I have submerged into the precarious life and
homes of the migrant-tenants and be familiarised with the complicated process of
urban redevelopment, I realised that there is space in which another type of the politics
of displacement operated and where it offers different articulations of resistance. We
learn from the experience of the displaced: the slow process of losing and building a
home under uncertainty, the sense of losing and taking back control over their
movement, the inclusion and exclusion of their citizenship rights and their everyday
struggle to survive in the city. These processes intersect with the larger spatial-political
processes that form the geography of displacement in Hong Kong. This is what this
research intends to present and by doing so, we can understand why the residents make
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moderate demands. Their moderate stance is not simply illustrative of their
powerlessness but also their desperate attempts to retake their power to control their
own movement, seizing their rights to home and their right to the city. Moreover, by
including the voices of mobile subjects and in particular the voice of migrants in our
account of urban displacement in Hong Kong, this research hopes to move away from
the narrative of local vs. global. This is achieved by suggesting a way to document
various political, social and economic processes, and their intersections, that led to
‘displacement’, calling for attention to the experience of mobile migrant-tenants who
are potentially the target of displacement and observing what kind of lives and homes
are possible under the precarious capitalist ruin that runs by the logic of what Abbas
(1997) termed the politics of disappearance.

Rethinking displacement through housing precarity

How do we tell the story of displacement with such complexity in mind? This thesis
attempts to discuss displacement as situated experience in three levels: the context of
precarious rental housing in Hong Kong, migrant-tenants’ experience with housing
mobility, and migrant-tenants’ relations with their house-as-homes.

Displacement remains a very important concept to understand the spatial process in
the urban. It is still a crucial concept to articulate issues around spatial justice and our
critique over inequalities behind urban development. There are two core underlining
concerns of displacement studies. First, displacement denoted forced mobility,
whether it is driven by eviction squads, rental increase or gentrification. Second,
displacement entails a rupture of relations between people and their place, whether that
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rupture is a result of eviction or a result of gentrification. The un-homing process
occurs when people’s sense of security, familiarity and attachment to a certain place
in the city are being destroyed. Elliott-Cooper et al., (2019) argues that no matter how
far the freedom of movement is sought after by people living in the city, the study of
displacement insist on capturing the physical and mental harm that (forced) mobility
and un-homing process have on displaced people and ‘the fact that these harms are
distributed unevenly, with displacement having particularly pronounced impacts for
vulnerable working-class groups, women, minority ethnic groups, and those with
complex needs, reminds us that displacement is an invidious form of socio-spatial
injustice.’ (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2019, p.12)

Political-economic analysis of displacement remains a powerful tool to understand the
force and dynamic that induce (forced) mobility and destruction of the home. This
research, however, seeks to supplement existing analytics based on government
strategy and housing economics and follow Davidson’s (2009) call for a
phenomenological approach on urban displacement, placing the experience of the
displaced at the centre of our analysis and exploring the ‘space-place’ tension
embedded in everyday life in the city that dictates where and how these subjects are
being placed in the city. It is essential to include displaced people’s voice, in particular,
the stories of migrant-tenants living under urban redevelopment programme, in the
debate around the nature of urban redevelopment, gentrification and displacement in
Hong Kong. In the review of existing literature, I have discussed how the reception of
displaced towards residential mobility becomes the primary concern of this debate and
continues to divide scholars where displaced people are either depicted as victims of
eviction and displacement or people who aspired to improve their housing condition
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or even social status through redevelopment. In my research, the migrant-tenants living
through the increasing precarity under a highly financialised housing sector continue
negotiate these conditions, living between resisting or succumbing to the forces of
capital, landlords and urban redevelopment machine.

This research tries to explore the complexity of urban displacement in Hong Kong and
challenges these binary positions that displaced people have in their relations to
mobility and homes. It is also an attempt to move away from our analytical
concentration on long-term residents to mobile subjects living in various
redevelopment project under the Urban Renewal Authority, whose life and homes are
already precarious due to the uncertainty under the current private rental regime and
various form of institutional-induced precarity, such as their (non) citizenship status.

Chapter 2 concerns the rising rental housing precarity in Hong Kong. This chapter
emerges as a response to the literature around the context of residential mobility which
argues that the depiction of detrimental ‘displacement’ of residents under urban
redevelopment programme might be too totalising, lacking in specific analysis to
variegated experiences of movement or perhaps too politicised. Even though this thesis
demonstrates how displacement is situated in experience, this chapter aims to provide
an account of the situations and the ’the context of context’ (Brenner et al. 2011)
concerning migrants-tenant experience with mobility and homes that become the
themes of later part of the thesis.

In Chapter 3, I have identified the dualistic character of the rental housing sector in
Hong Kong. Private rental housing, especially for the lower-class residents in Hong
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Kong, continues to be associated with the experience of uncertainty, instability and
vulnerability as they are very vulnerable to evictions and rental increase. Historically,
the existence of rental control and security of tenure in the legal structure was tied to
various waves of Chinese refugees which led to housing shortage as well as political
activism in public to pressure the government to adopt particular gesture to limit the
specific function of the ‘market’. However, these legal protections were seen as
temporary as the government regularly withdrew these measures when ‘market force’
were allowed to dominate the sector in a ‘normal’ situation. Such was the case after
1998 and 2004 when there were a series of deregulations on the private rental sector
coupled with the stigmatisation of tenants in popular media and government discourses.
These reforms significantly eroded tenants’ power to stay put and resist rent increase,
normalised displacement in the lives of tenants.

The resilience of the public rental sector provides a route for tenants to move into
relative secured housing with stable rent and lengthy contract. However, careful
examination of the historical role of state-subsided housing in government housing
strategy suggests how access had been restricted and differentiated, based on
consideration on political stability, land redevelopment and citizenship management
regime. What I have proposed in this chapter is a way to critically examine state’s role
in providing housing provision in one of the most affordable housing sectors in the
world and to offer relocation or compensation package for displaced people. The rollout of government intervention in the rental housing sector in Hong Kong
demonstrates the capacity to manage housing precarity of tenants, as much as the
power to decide whose housing precarity are worthy of being compensated.
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Chapter 4 considers displacement from the preceptive of migrant-tenants with regard
to how they practice and experience residential mobility. This is done by looking at
the actual practice of mobility and the meaning and effect that is created around and
through these mobilities. As I have illustrated, the deregulations in private rental
sectors led to increasing mobility and housing precarity for private tenants, and it
perpetuates unbalanced relations between tenants and landlords where the former have
less control over their movements, such as timing and direction. Facing urban
redevelopment is only one chapter of the precarity they faced in their housing
trajectories across different rented houses. All of these experiences formulated how
they perceive their condition as a tenant in Hong Kong and their expectation of
movement in the future.
Such precarity can lead to various new practices under the constituted subjectivities of
precarious tenants, which is characterised by their sense of ‘readiness to move’ and
self-conduct in the face of landlords’ (potential) demands. While public housing
continued to be perceived as a place that allows migrant-tenants to ‘move up’ the
housing ladder and ‘move away’ from ontological insecurity associated with private
rental housing. The institutional arrangements of housing allocation programs mainly
serve to underline not only tenants’ right to participate in the process of drafting citywide housing policies but also their right to be able to control their own movement.

Chapter 5 continues this exploration of housing precarity and study the relations
between home and displacement, as literature on displacement stresses the importance
of capturing the disruptive process of spatial relation by different process in the city
that led to symbolic, material and also affective rupture of displaced and their place.
Adopting a relational and processual approach on place and home, this chapter
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describes how the imbalanced relationship between landlords and tenants is embedded
in current private rental regime contribute to the process of ‘un-homing’ in migranttenants residence. It reflects upon the erosion of the ability for migrant-tenants’ to
make home, including having to deal with the ontological insecurity derived from poor
maintaining, losing control of the materialities in their home-space and failing attempt
to create a separation of the private/public which allow tenants to fence off outside
forces. All of these experiences destabilise the ‘home’ they aspired to have that are
secured, stable and private.

However, as much as this part of the thesis wants to emphasise, displacement,
represented by the displaced’s homing experience, is not only about loss and
disempowerment. During the research, I have identified various ways by which
precarious migrant-tenants continue to exercise their agency and build what they aspire
to have as an ideal home that offers a sense of security, familiarity and belonging in
an ephemeral setting. This suggests that while we document the un-homing process
and understand various urban process such as redevelopment, we ought to consider
how mobile subjects’ home space is a contested ground by which sense of uncertainty
and imbalanced power relations embedded in the spatiality of housing are resisted
continuously, challenged, negotiated or managed. Likewise, while we understand how
public housing provides an opportunity for migrant-tenants to have relative freedom
to take control of their residence, we have to consider what aspect of ‘homes’ that
migrant-tenants have established in their long housing trajectories are lost or destroyed
during the process. In a boarder conceptual level, we should consider how precarity
under contemporary capitalism takes in many forms in different contexts and creating
multiplicities of experiences that do not fit in the portrayal of people living in precarity
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as helpless and succumbing to the overwhelming force of capital.

In conclusion, rethinking displacement through housing precarity in Hong Kong
broadens the reach of concept, moving beyond the framing that is based on solely
capturing the physical movement of displaced people and the destruction of ‘homes’
of that are based on its sedentary properties. A nuanced understanding of displacement
should recognise not only that urban spaces are constitutive of networks and flows but
the fact in many cities in both global north and south, having a secured home is
becoming an exception rather than the norm due to various spatial processes such as
rapid financialisation of housing, numerous development project by both state and
private capitals or different scenario that make it difficult for urban dwellers to be able
to remain in a place for long. However, these concerns do not mean to deny the
analytical power of the theories and research on displacement. This research focuses
on the power relations implicated in the everyday life of the displaced people. In other
words, what this research tries to understand is the (in)ability for the mobile subjects
to control their mobility and make space in the city. Displacement under this
formulation is simultaneously about both homing and un-homing in the urban; moving
and grounding of urban dwellers.

Methodologically, this research examines displacement as a process lasting for a much
more extended period of time. While displacement is often portrayed as a moment of
eviction, there is a need to understand how the effect of displacement is embedded in
the everyday life of the displaced people with a long-lasting effect. This research first
began with the intention to survey the effect of displacement in an urban
redevelopment project in Hong Kong. As time goes, stories of migrant-tenants I
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gathered during the fieldwork informed a longer timeframe of how they perceived
displacement: urban redevelopment is only one part of their housing trajectories that
produced and reproduced the sense of uncertainty, disempowerment and un-homing.
Moreover, this research also contributes to studies on the longevity of the
redevelopment process. These projects often last for years and consist of different
stages. The temporality of redevelopment produces various material, political, social
and affective impart to displaced people. While my fieldwork is still limited in terms
of timeframe, shuffling back and forth in time during the interviews with displaced
people allow me to capture their changing expectations and experience at various point
of the redevelopment, so to compare and document the scale and effect of urban
displacement. For example, if researchers want to understand the reception of resident
towards redevelopment project in Hong Kong, what they gather only at the start of the
redevelopment project might be vastly different from when they gather data at the later
stage of the redevelopment process when residents have endured the long wait and
have started to negotiate with the Authority.

Housing movement and Propositional politics

Lancione (2019) in his research on homemaking practice in an underground tunnel in
Bucharest, Romania, proposes that we should avoid 'the stereotypical portrayal of the

margins and their supposed uninhabitability' (Lancione, 2019a) However unhomely,
precarious and danger the environment inside the tunnel, a home inside such condition
was 'carved out of an adversarial history and a neglectful present: the only self-

constructed exoskeleton available to them to make their lives possible.' (Lancione,
2019a) In what he terms propositional politics about life inside the tunnel, he calls for
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attention to see how subjects who live under neglect and repressions in the city
continuously carve their own space and existence in the city in a condition that is
deemed impossible. Life in displacement and house embedded in precarity are spaces
where a sense of home is absent, but at the same time present, demonstrating the
agency of migrant-tenants to make places and a possibility of changing existing
hegemonic portray that ‘homes’ can only exist in a purchased housing or public
housing. These ephemeral homes are a reminder of how our analysis of displacement
should not fall into the trap of reproducing another version of the ‘pathology’ of home,
but instead, we should describe and understand the politics and dynamics of how
displaced people resists, adopt and negotiate the precarious conditions they are situated
in. This concern shifts differently from conventional view on housing right where it
primarily and almost exclusively center on politics around the allocation of housing
recourses. For example, the community housing programme, a form of interim lower
rent housing for tenants who are on the waiting list for public housing, proposed by
major NGOs such as Hong Kong Council of Social Housing 16 using temporal
housings built on land allocated by participating private developers and government
under short terms contract. Such programme risk reinforcing the idea that decent living

can only exist in certain housing environment and form of tenure and reproducing the
existing politics of displacement in current condition of precarity, where migranttenants are denied their ability to control their movement and the ability to make and

retain places in temporal environment, based on their attributes and identities, such as
whether or not they are able to allow the extraction of economic value from the housing
by landlord, to keep up with demands from the landlords or organisations that manage

16

Information on community housing programme https://communityhousing.hkcss.org.hk/en
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these spaces, from being a good tenants to a productive deserving citizens of Hong
Kong. The concept of propositional politics prompt us to consider the rights to decent
living for migrant and lower-class people, whether temporary or permanent.
When we consider the effect of urban displacement from the preceptive of homing,
there is the level of accounting for loss and suffering people face. Nuanced
understanding about displacement and its politics also entails analysis of how power
relations continue to limit and shape the homemaking process in this space, whether
in a privately rented home, public housing or other forms of residence in the city. On
the other level, when we speak of the politics of home in the space of constant
displacement, urban redevelopment and precarity, migrant-tenants' experience of
making a home is in itself 'propositional' in term of how they suggest lives are possible
in these spaces which challenges the assumption of homes and un-homes and affirms
their right to dwell in the city.

This research offers a processual account on the displacement of mobile subjects such
the migrant-tenants. I am aware of the limitations of this research which lies with the
concepts and methods I choose. For one, while housing is still an essential spatiality
of ‘home’ that is integral to how tenants negotiate their sense of security, belonging
and place and forms a vital locale within which ‘home’ is constructed, this is not the
scale that homing and un-homing processes occur. The home literature is arguing for
more attention to understand home as a multi-scale concept. (Blunt & Dowling, 2006)
This is a gap waiting to be filled by other scholars in the future.

For instance, it is

useful to consider how increasing mobility of tenants and housing precarity have an
impact on the spatiality of community and neighbourhood and how the experience of
urban development informs new homing practices that cut across borders and
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temporalities.

This is by far not a finished project if we want to understand the scale and multitude
of urban displacement in Hong Kong.
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Appendix
Personal housing experience

This text came out of a discussion in my thesis examination in which I was asked how
my personal housing experience informed my research journey. The idea to think
about housing as a source of anxiety and uncertainty emerged from my social
movement experience, where I worked constantly with tenants who face rent increase,
eviction and redevelopment. However, personally It was largely a remote issue that I
do not have to face every day.

It was mostly because I have been living in the apartment that was purchased by my
family. I grew up in an apartment in the suburb of Hong Kong since the early 90s,
where, along with many similar middle-class homeowners during the boom of
homeownership in the 80s, my parents had purchased as their first home. For 26 years,
I did not have to move houses and I did not have to worry about whether or not I would
not be able to find a ‘home’ to return to. My parents were both working in public
organisations. Their jobs were stable during the two financial crises, one in 1998 and
the other 2008, so they were able to continue their mortgage payments. Therefore, the
purchased apartment was not considered as a risk investment or source of anxiety for
failed mortgage payment and I also did not have to endure anxiety and precarity
commonly associated with renting in Hong Kong today.

My first experience with renting came 4 years ago when I rented a place in Kam Tin
with two friends. It was an apartment located in the part where indigenous villagers
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live (descendants of residents of the New territories before 1899) and we rented this
apartment through a property agent who have full control of the house because our
landlord has migrated to Denmark and only visit Hong Kong once a year during
Chinese New Year. We were offered below market rent because, as we were told, the
landlord wants to make a distinction for us because we were students. Our tenure in
the apartment were largely peaceful. We maintained a friendly relationship with our
neighbours and something we shared food and chatted in the garden. Later we know
that they are all related to our landlords. Our apartment was also just recently
redecorated and so it was in a better shape compared to some of the subdivided housing
I visited in the urban area and we were told that we could approached the property
agents when there were some issues in the house.

However, I faced moments where I realised how vulnerable and uncertain a renter can
be, especially during time of contract renewal. Once I had to pay for the repair of the
heater in the apartment and when I mentioned this to the agent, she hinted that I should
considered covering the expenses because my rent was lowered then average in the
village. I also sensed that I should not expose myself as land rights activist in the
village, for example by not wearing campaign T-shirt, feeling that if the landlord knew
he would not be renewing my contract and I usually avoided discussing mainstream
politics with my neighbours even though we were in good terms. I have never verified
whether these worries were legitimate, but this sense of insecurity prompted me to act
and governed my activities. I compared and sometime shared my experiences with the
migrant-tenants I interviewed, and these conversations allow me to develop my
research and take on the theme of housing precarity. Yet, the contrast is still marked
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as I can move back to my family’s apartment whereas the precarious places that the
migrant-tenants rented is their only “home” in Hong Kong.
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